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These poems are selected out of nine volumes published over 
the past thirty years: Spring Thunder and Other Poems, 1924; 
7 p.m. and Other Poems, 1926; Now the Shy and Other Po- 
ems, 1928; A Winter Diary and Other Poems, 1935; The 
Last Look and Other Poems, 1937; Collected Poems, 1939 
(for the pieces from “America’s Mythology”); The Seven 
Sleepers and Other Poems, 1944; New Poems, 1948; and 
Spring Birth and Other Poems, 1953. I have included no por¬ 
tions of Jonathan Qentry, 1931; The Mayfield Deer, 1941; or 
Mortal Summer, 1953, because of my conviction that long 
poems, particularly when they are narrative, should reappear in 
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their entirety or not at all. “A Winter Diary,” the longest poem 
here, and perhaps not the least known, is unabridged. 

I used to think I should never be able to do what I have done 
in this book. Indeed I have been saying so for fifteen years to 
those who urged it upon me—at first because in their opinion 
my Collected Poems was too bulky for strangers and, later on, 
with the publication of further volumes, because even it had 
ceased to be altogether representative of the copious poet I 
seemed to have become. I suppose I meant that I had no way 
of knowing which of all my poems were best for the purposes 
of a selection, definitive or otherwise. Nor do I claim that I 
know now; except that a series of circumstances pushed me into 
searching for such knowledge, and the effort—most interesting, 
I admit—did in the end yield this result. The chief circum¬ 
stance was Cecil Hemley’s coming to me and insisting that if I 
did not make a selection he would do it himself and publish it at 
his Noonday Press. He in fact had begun when I took over, and 
it is a pleasure to acknowledge not only the generosity of his 
first suggestion but his acquiescence in my carrying it out at last. 
If the selection as it stands is wrong in any respect—too strict, 
too lenient, or at any time misguided—the fault is not his, since 
in the long run I decided that the responsibility must be mine 
alone. 

I consulted my own judgment, of course, though I found this 
hard to trust and sometimes hard even to discover. Also, how¬ 
ever, I consulted my memory of what poems other people— 
friends, readers, reviewers, anthologists—had especially ap¬ 
proved. Not all of those poems are here; and neither are some 
that I have been the only person, so far as I am aware, ever to 
like at all—I may still like them, but I recall Don Quixote’s 
saying to Don Lorenzo: "I must rest contented with letting you 
know, that one way to acquire fame in poetry is to be governed 
by other men’s judgment more than your own; for it is natural 
to fathers and mothers not to think their own children ugly; 
and this error is nowhere so common as in the offspring of the 
mind.” I have mediated, that is to say, between other men’s 
judgment and my own. As for the other men—and I could 
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name a liberal number (of women and children, too) who 
helped me greatly—I must hope that as many of them will find 
the book short as will find it long; and if any of them misses a 
given poem, I shall be sorry for this at the same time that I am 
glad because I then can know I have been ruthless in one choice 
at least. After Lincoln had sent General Schofield to administer 
the Civil War in Missouri he wrote to him: “If both factions, 
or neither, shall abuse you, you will be about right.” Such is my 
situation, though naturally I should prefer the neither to the both. 

I have not known how to arrange the poems other than 
chronologically, by volumes. I attempted other plans, but soon 
abandoned them as unintelligible or fantastic. I should also make 
it clear that three pamphlets I have published are represented 
here under the volumes which subsequently absorbed them. Our 
Lady Peace, 1942, was reprinted in The Seven Sleepers and 
Other Poems; Humanity Unlimited, 1950, and In That Far 
Land, 1951, were both reprinted in Spring Birth and Other 
Poems. 


Mark Van Doren 


Cornwall Hollow 

Connecticut 

1954 
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Spring Thunder 


Spring Thunder 

Listen. The wind is still. 

And far away in the night— 
See! The uplands fill 
With a running light. 

Open the doors. It is warm; 

And where the sky was clear— 
Look! The head of a storm 
That marches here! 
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Come under the trembling hedge— 
Fast, although you fumble. 

There! Did you hear the edge 
Of winter crumble ? 


Former Barn Lot 

Once there was a fence here. 
And the grass came and tried. 

Leaning from the pasture. 

To get inside. 

But colt feet trampled it. 

Turning it brown; 

Until the farmer moved 
And the fence fell down. 

Then any bird saw. 

Under the wire. 

Grass nibbling inward 
Like green fire. 


Crow 

A hundred autumns he has wheeled 
Above this solitary field. 

Here he circled after corn 
Before the oldest man was bom. 
When the oldest man is dead 
He will be unsurfeited. 

See him crouch upon a limb 
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With his banquet under him. 

Hear the echo of his caw 
Give the skirting forest law. 

Down he drops, and struts among 
The rows of supper, tassel-hung. 
Not a grain is left behind 
That his polished beak can find. 

He is full; he rises slow 

To watch the evening come and go. 

From the barren branch, his rest. 

All is open to the west; 

And the light along his wing 
Is a sleek and oily thing. 

Past an island floats the gaze 
Of this ancientest of days. 

Green and orange and purple dye 
Is reflected in his eye. 

There is an elm tree in the wood 
Where his dwelling place has stood 
All the hundred of his years. 

There he sails and disappears. 


Pigeon 

This bird is used to sitting on bright ledges 
And looking into darkness. Through the square 
High window in the barn the mow is black 
To one here by the fence. But there he sits 
And treads the sun-warm sill, turning his breast 
Toward all the musty corners deep within. 
They flash no colors on him, though the sky 
Is playing bronze and green upon his back. 
Gravely he disappears, and spiders now 
Must hurry from the rafter where his beak 
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Searches the seed. The afternoon is slow 
Till he returns, complacent on the ledge. 
And spreads a breast of copper. But the sun 
Is nothing to a pigeon. On the ground 
A grain of com is yellower than gold. 

He circles down and takes it, leisurely. 


To a Child with Eyes 

Footprints now on bread or cake 
Merely are what a mouse can make. 
You cannot open any door 
And find a brownie on the floor. 

Or on the window where he went, 

A fork, a spoon, a finger-dent. 

Farmers climbing from the mow 
Surprise no imp beneath a cow. 

Milking madly. Breakfast bells 
Are never tinkled from dry wells. 

The commonwealth is gone that shut 
Its felons in a hazelnut. 

Forests are no longer full 
Of fairy women who can pull 
A leaf around them, and can dance 
Upon the very breath of plants. 

River rocks are bare of men 

Who wring their beards and dive again. 

Is there nothing left to see? 

There is the squirrel. There is the bee. 
There is the chipmunk on the wall. 

And the first yellow every fall. 

There is the hummingbird, the crow. 
There is the lantern on the snow. 
There is the new-appearing com. 
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There is the colt a minute bom. 
Run and see, and say how many. 
There are more if there is any. 


Wafer Wheel to Mend 

There have been times I thought these paddles moved 
To music, not to water. Should that hush. 

And cataracts descend here with no song. 

The axle would not answer with its groan; 

The great spokes that swung in solemn circle 
Would ponderously wait upon new tunes. 

But water still is noisy in the sluice. 

And the splashed wheel is motionless. The stream 
Foams out below with even a louder voice. 

Calling upon the mighty arms to go. 

They cannot go; the axle, old and deaf. 

Is unaware this Spring of water sounding. 


Wind in the Grass 

Are you so weary? Come to the window; 
Lean, and look at this. 

Something swift runs under the grass 
With a little hiss. 

Now you see it rippling off. 

Reckless, under the fence. 

Are you so tired? Unfasten your mind. 
And follow it hence. 
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Slow twilight bird. 

Suspended, as you sail, along the nearer edge 
Of nightfall and the beechwood, are you heard 
In places past my ears? Are you a wedge. 

Slow tapered wing. 

Driving into the outer walls of time? 

Eternity is not so strange a thing. 

At evening, when the towers that were to climb. 





Slow searching beak. 

Lie level with your progress in the soft 
Dark-feathered dusk, and there are known to speak 
Gentle, wild voices from the dark aloft. 


Memories 


A child ran alone. 

And nothing followed that he felt. 

He never heard the sky moan 

For old men. He never knelt 

To call the hounds—that behind him ran alone 

And searching smelt. 

He did not hear their cries. 

For there was curving earth between. 

But he is taller now, and wise 

Enough to listen as they lean 

Upon the wind—that can turn and bring their cries 

So clear and keen. 

He still can look away 

And do the business of his prime. 

He has not foreseen the day 
When he will sit and they will climb 
And lick his face—that will never frown away 
The tongues of time. 


Good Night 

This moonlight lies 
Like a lovely death 
On the darkening eyes. 
On the yielded breath 
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Of the earth, that turns 
So quietly now; 

Letting its burns 
Be soothed somehow 

In the widening bloom, 
In the tender blight. 

It has entered our room. 
We sleep tonight. 


Night-Lilac 


Lilac alone. 

Standing so quiet, so dim, outside 
Till the door-light died 
On cricket and stone. 

Do you sleep at last? 

Or beyond this night that has taken my yard 
Do you stare more hard. 

In a night more vast. 

At the great white things 

That move the outermost world: the whale. 

The stallion, the pale 

High planet with rings. 

The raven, the bull. 

And the midnight mountain that never is black? 
Lilac, come back! 

My lawn is too full 

Of the dark; and the fine 
Impalpable shadows will never be still. 

Return as you will. 

Dim lilac, and shine. 
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After Dry Weather 


If the people under that portico 
Are happy, and point at the pattering drops 
If barehead boys are parading below 
Musical eaves of tall house-tops; 

If you lean out of the window here. 

Contented so with the pavement’s shine. 

And laugh as the covers of cabs appear 
With passengers in them dressed to dine; 

If all of the stones that we can see 
Are licking their lips, that waited so long, 

A meadow I know to the north of me 
By a hundred miles has caught the song. 

I am certain the clover has lifted its head 
For dark, intemperate draughts of rain. 

Once even I thought I had heard the tread 
Of a plunging horse with a sodden mane. 


Beastless Farm 

The paths again are solid green 
That used to whiten in a drouth. 
Whirling dust into the clean 

Heifer’s nose and horse’s mouth. 

Stanchion-leathers crack and fall; 

Water runs and is not heard. 

No sudden thunder from a stall 
Stops a mouse, or starts a bird. 
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Fences might as well come down; 

Lanes are only ghosts of lanes; 
Staring hither with a frown 

At smoke of rumps, at mist of manes. 


Inference 

Who made the evening made the fear 
Of horse and bird and snake and deer; 
Of all that do not learn they live 
Till light itself, grown fugitive. 

Goes breathing by—but turns about. 
And the black pouncer puts it out. 

Then bird and horse and deer and snake 
Go posting home, before they break 
The line that leads them; and their eyes 
Hold all the day that slowly dies. 


By-Laws 

Never be offended 
At what your love forgets to do. 
Something then is ended 
Between your love and you. 

Seek no healing salve 
That lets a wounded lover live. 
Dodge the poisoned arrow. Have 
Nothing to forgive. 
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Outwardly be hard. 

To save the tenderness within. 
So impregnable a guard 
Is love’s thick skin. 


Circumferences 

Swallows’ wings 
In the day are swift. 

And the hawk’s drop. 
And the lark’s lift. 

And mice’s feet 
That run to cover. 

And the sidewise look 
Of a jealous lover. 

Light is racing 
Round the seas; 

And thought can distance 
All of these. 

But faster yet— 

And what beyond? — 

Is the curving edge 
Of a quiet pond. 

Or any arc 
As soon as drawn. 

That seems to sleep. 

And plunges on. 
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Segments 


The first triumphant man was he that drew 
His mind across a task and made it two; 

And next, to be the creature nearest heaven. 
Parcelled the endless mornings into seven. 
Night yet unknown, nor fastened with a name. 
Tomorrow and tomorrow flowed the same. 
On-curving time, with terror in the folds. 

Lies powerless in a hand that only holds 
The clean-dividing knife, and nipping fast. 
Labels the falling pieces to the last. 

There are no lines in nature, false or true. 

Till number cuts a door and pulls it to. 


First Night Alone 

He locked the window 
And lighted a candle. 

Setting it where it would show him the edge 
Of the door, and the handle. 

Then to the bam 
At an even pace; 

Though once in the driveway cobwebs dangled 
And blanched his face. 

The garden again. 

He looked to his light. 

No other thing in the world was so firm 
As that tapering white. 
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Now on the path 
Once more his eyes 

Turned to the quiet warm curtains—boy. 
That wasn’t so wise. 

Between the two fringes 
A circle of hair!— 

Parted, as if a dead finger of chalk 
Had descended there. 

The top of a head! 

Who bends to the flame?— 

Drinks it, and vanishes, leaving the walker 
All night to his shame: 

Afraid to go forward. 

Afraid to go back. 

Afraid of his window, that once was so empty; 
And now so black. 


Burial 

Nobody wanted this infant born. 

Nobody wished it dead. 

They wrapped it tight as an ear of corn 
In a box of cedar and lead. 

Nobody by had lighted a candle; 

No one offered to moan. 

The priest and I each lifted a handle. 
The father followed alone. 
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Three in a Ford, that had been waiting 
Most of the wintry day. 

Boys on the river still were skating; 

The wood and the road were gay: 

Brown quick birds and scarlet-berried 
Twigs, and snow begun. 

The priest in the back seat sat and carried 
What never saw our sun. 

A blanketed horse was at the gate. 

And someone’s tracks led in. 

We entered, and we ascended straight 
To where the graves were thin. 

And where, on a hill, the digger bent 
In wind and thickening white. 

Snow covered the box that two of us leant 
To lower out of the light. 

Then priestly words to cover the snow; 

The four of us stood bare. 

Then clods to keep those words below. 
Now there is nothing there. 
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Now the Sky 

How long have standing men, by such a stone 
As this I watch from on this windless night. 

Beheld Arcturus, golden and alone. 

Guiding Antares and the Snake aright. 

The Scales were up when not an Arab walked 
On sand that soon was paved with names of stars; 
Bootes herded, and the Giant stalked 
Past the curved Dragon, contemplating wars. 
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How many an open eye, bedight with dew. 
Over the sleeping flowers has drawn them down: 
Andromeda, and Berenice’s few 
Dim tresses that shall ever flee the Crown. 

From such a rock whence greybeards long ago. 
Forgetting it beneath them, heard the Lyre, 

I watch. But there is something now we know 
Confusing all they saw with misty fire. 


For them a hundred pictures on a slate. 

For us no slate, and not a hand that draws. 
For them a pasture-dome wherefrom the gate 
Of Cancer led the Lion through its claws. 

For them a frosty window, painted over. 
Nightly, with flower faces in a ring: 

Daisies dancing up, and clouds of clover 
Scenting the after way, and phlox to fling 

Thin petals left and right till morning lifted. 
For us no shapely flame in all the dark; 

For us a million embers that have drifted 
Since the first fire, and not a sign to mark 

Where anything shall end, or which shall go 
With which until they both shall die to grey. 
For watchers once a changeless face to know; 
For us cold eyes that turn henceforth away. 


They saw each constellation take its hour 
Of triumph overhead, before it started 
Down the broad West, whereon the death of power 
Was written by the Ram, and nightly charted. 
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The Eagle and the Swan, that sailed so long. 
Floating upon white wings the Arrow missed. 
Tilted at midnight, plunging with a song 
Earthward, and—as they sank—deep Hydra hissed. 

Leo had long been growling in his lair 
When Pegasus neighed softly in the East, 

Rising upon a wind that blew his hair 
Freshly, until Aquarius increased 

The stream he aimed against the Fish’s mouth. 

And all the stars were wet with silent rain. 

The Hyades came weeping, and the South 
Sent mist to soothe the Sisters in their pain. 


These things they witnessed, and Orion, climbing 
Fiercely with those two Dogs announcing Fall; 
Then Winter, with Aldebaran loud-chiming. 

Baiting the frozen Bull, that turned to call 

The Bears to warm his anger. These they knew. 
And knew the seasons with them. Spring and Spring; 
Counting the dozen signs the finger drew 
That swung the inconstant Sun around the Ring. 

Slow Jupiter proceeded as they planned. 

Lingering among the Twelve in stately turn; 

They touched the breasts of Venus, where the hand 
Of Mars’s fiery love had been to burn. 

The sky was then a room, with people going 
Faithfully to and fro, and beasts enchained. 

The sky was then a midnight wastrel, throwing 
Riches away; and still the purse remained. 
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But now the sky is broken, door by door. 
Strangers in the v room obscure the hosts. 

The meadow is not guarded any more 
By watchers coming lonely to their posts. 

The animals are never to be named 
That swarm beyond our company of old: 
Stragglers from the herd, that we had tamed 
Unknowing the recesses of the fold. 

Those were no heroes whom we once addressed: 
Hercules, Orion, and the Twins. 

Unwounded, they were running from the rest 
Far there where only now the war begins. 

There is a game for players still to play. 
Pretending that the board was never lost. 

But still the painted counters will decay. 

And knowledge sit along to count the cost. 


Above the Battle 

Higher than hate, and the abused 
Stiff bodies of men, and the stiff 
Walk, close to the ground, of men not just; 
Higher, yes, than the uppermost whipped head. 
Than the stiff elbow of the whipper; 

High in the unseen air a tree starts waving; 
Waving alone, and it says to itself: 

I know. 

Longer, yes, than the uppermost man remembers. 
Longer ago than the eyes laid deepest away. 
Longer ago than justice, there were trees. 

The face of the world was water, and the hair— 
Silk at the edge of salt—was waving trees; 

But not like these. 
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In a slow wind 
They rose and fell. 

Laying them down 
To sleep so well 

That, standing to look. 

They still would sway 
In the bent wind. 

In the curved day. 

With a slant wind 
They fell and rose. 

Slowly, slowly. 

And never a close 

Of the circle of soft 
Unended motion— 

Silk at the salt 
Stiff edge of ocean. 

The low grass at our feet was a forest too; 

The wind in it was a snake with indolent folds. 

The wind in us was the word the white sky sang. 
Sending no more than one slow syllable down. 

All of them long are dead, and none remembers. 
Not even a root remembers; but I know, 

I know what none of the men there huddle and cry. 

The salt came. 

And talking sand. 

And north snow. 

And man’s hand. 

And my slim fathers 
Fled and stood 
In a coarse fear. 

In a loud wood. 
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We straightly rise. 
We stiffly fall. 

We do not listen 
If men call 


On ignorant winds 
To set love right. 
That was our day. 
This is our night. 


Civil War 

The country is no country I have seen. 

And no man goes there who is now alive, and no man 
Ever is going to leave there. But they try; 

Waving a million beards that on pale faces 
Blacken with time and spread. 

It is a field of bodies of blue boys. 

And gray boys, grown half way into the ground. 

The wind is dark that sways them; 

All of them bending with it, south or north. 

All of them straining here; but no one knowing 
Of any fellow by who gazes too. 

It is a field of legless bearded boys 

With bright unnecessary buttons on their breasts. 

And skirts of coats that hold them in the sod. 

The bodies twist. 

The circular, small eyes are mad with being; 

A million mouths fly open without sound; 

But none can tear his coat up, that must come 
With roots and worms or come not up at all. 


. 24 • 



Away in Carolina, Maine, Wisconsin, 

Boys who kept their legs walked long and long. 

They set their feet in furrows, or in aisles; 

They strolled with girls, were taken, and were fathers; 
Had old companionship; and last were covered 
Quietly with smooth boards, and grass, and stone. 

Stiffly now they hold society; 

Forever thus they lie without a want. 

In the forbidden country where the sod 

Grows down and down, with restless blue roots, gray roots. 

In the dark windy land no one can leave. 

Separate necks yearn homeward; 

Separate hungry shoulders pull and pull. 

Wind, oh wind, I did not come to stay; 

I must be there tomorrow, not to miss — 

But the dark wind is earless, and the day 
Is endless, and the grasses hiss and hiss. 


Philosopher s Love Song 

My one love has lighter loves. 

And taller ones, and merrier. 

Still my love has less than I, 

Who having her, have only her. 

Having her, who has those others: 

Him, and him, and flowers, and horses: 
Having her is having sometimes 
Jealousies and loud remorses. 

Which to punish with her eyes 
She turns her head, as if to see 
What is to see—and, stepping lightly. 
Come those loves more light than me. 
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Having me that have no other. 
She has others; but the sum 
Of all her halves is less than my 
One that is compendium. 


Poorhouse Dream 

Death is a tall horse 
With large white feet. 

Coming on a slow walk 
Down the long street. 

Nudging with a soft nose. 
Opening the gate. 

Up you must climb then. 

Lest you be late. 

Starting on a slow walk 
And never looking round. 

He moves; and the great feet 
Never make a sound. 

Soon it is a road 
With the houses far between. 
And when a farm is there at last 
Children come and lean. 

Shouting over fences; 

But not as if they knew. 

And not a word arrives 
Of what they say to you. 

On beneath a bright hill 
Is water in a trough. 

But he is never thirsty. 

And you are looking off. 
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Thinking of the afternoon. 
Thinking of the night. 

But all the sky is green there. 
And all the hours are white. 

He will never halt again. 
And you will not descend. 
You will be content there 
Without any end. 


The Translation 


Ant and shrew 
And marmot, going 
Safely there. 

The time of mowing 

Comes tomorrow. 
Meadow lark 
And banded snake. 
Then the dark 

Sky will fall: 

WTiat is green 
Above you now 
No more be seen. 

What is single 
Will divide. 

And as you run 
The other side 

Of all the world 
Will drop its blue 
As if it looked 
For none but you. 
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Toad and cricket. 
Worm and mouse. 

You will find 
Another house 

That not a hand 
Was there to build. 

My own sky 
Has never spilled. 

Right and left. 

And shown a new one. 
Night and day 
Mine is the true one. 

Would it were not. 
And could lie 
Thus to the sickle 
As I die. 


Dark Barn 

Windows, dying, left for dust 
The wings of flies that spiders trussed 
And waiting speared. The door is held 
With weeds that not a blade has felled. 
With vines that thicken since the last 
Inlooker shut the shadows fast. 

It is a piece of darkness saved 
Against the summer, and the waved 
Bright hair of harvest, brought to shear. 
Nothing will cut the darkness here, 

That grows and fills the rafter spaces. 
Hangs, and wraps the rusted traces 
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And blind bridles on their pegs; 
Stares between the stanchion legs; 
And is the only thing to know 
That running mice bear pretty snow 
Upon their bellies, which they hide 
For joy beneath them as they glide. 


The Distant Runners 

Six great horses of Spain, set free 
after his death by De Soto’s men, 
ran West and restored to America 
the wild race lost there some 
thousands of years ago. 

—Legend 


Ferdinand De Soto lies 
Soft again in river mud. 

Birds again, as on the day 
Of his descending, rise and go 
Straightly West, and do not know 
Of feet beneath that faintly thud. 

If I were there in other time. 

Between the proper sky and stream; 

If I were there and saw the six 
Abandoned manes, and ran along, 

I could sing the fetlock song 
That now is chilled within a dream. 

Ferdinand De Soto, sleeping 
In the river, never heard 
Four-and-twenty Spanish hooves 
Fling off their iron and cut the green. 
Leaving circles new and clean 
While overhead the wing-tips whirred. 
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Neither I nor any walker 
By the Mississippi now 
Can see the dozen nostrils open 
Half in pain for death of men; 

But half in gladness, neighing then 
As loud as loping would allow. 

On they rippled, tail and back, 

A prairie day, and swallows knew 
A dark, uneven current there. 

But not a sound came up the wind. 

And toward the night their shadow thinned 
Before the black that flooded through. 

If I were there to bend and look. 

The sky would know them as they sped 
And turn to see. But I am here. 

And they are far, and time is old. 

Within my dream the grass is cold; 

The legs are locked; the sky is dead. 
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A Winter Diary 

This was not written then, when measuring time 
Ran smoothly to unalterable rhyme; 

When even song—but still it is unsounded— 
Kept the pure tally that has been confounded. 
This was not written then, when sudden spring 
Not yet had threatened winter, and no thing 
Stood colder than the skin of apple trees. 

Now every top is bursting into bees; 


• 31 • 







Now all of them, solidified to light. 

Reflect a cloudy fire, as high, as white 
As any sky in summer; and at last 
Sharp edges of a shadow have been cast. 

Thus sudden spring, with sudden summer near. 

Has made a certain winter disappear: 

The winter of all winters I would keep 
Had I the power to put this warmth asleep 
And make the world remember what I saw. 

But who has power against a season’s law? 

Who lives a winter over, who is proof 
Against the rain of months upon his roof? 

A certain winter fades that I had thought 
Forever in live colors to have caught. 

A certain moveless winter more than moves: 

Runs backward, and oblivion’s great grooves 
Lie deeper in the distance, and tomorrow 
Nothing will be there save mist and sorrow. 

Therefore must I fix it while I may: 

Feign records, and upon this single day 
Tie months of time together, in pretended 
Sequence till they once again are ended. 

... So it is autumn, when the city reaches. 

Pulling us home from mountains and from beaches; 
Down the curved roads and from the crescent sands 
To oblong streets among divided lands. 

Yet not us four. It is the year we stay 
And watch the town-returners pour away. 

Now the last stragglers of the stream have gone; 

Here now we stand upon a thinning lawn— 

The shade wind-shattered, and the cut grass sleeping— 
Here then we stand and to the country’s keeping 
Tender four faces. Not a leaf that falls 
But flutters through a memory of walls; 

Flutters, with more to follow, till they weave 
This solitude we shall at last believe. 
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. . . October sunshine, and a summer’s day! 

Yet not the heaviness long wont to lay 
Slow skies upon our heads and hind us round 
With the full growth of a too fruitful ground. 

The morning sun was southerly, and noon 
Came swiftly, and the day was over soon: 

An airy thing time tossed us for our pleasure. 

Blue, and wide-blown, and rich with gold leaf-treasure. 
The solid green is gone, the trees are fire: 

Cool fire, and top-contained, without desire; 

Not caring if it lives, for lo, all day 
Wind bullied it and bore the sparks away. 

October sunshine and red-ember drifts; 

So the long burden of a summer lifts. 

. . . November rain all night, the last of three 
Dark nights and mornings. We have been to see 
The brook that piles grey water down the meadows. 
Grey water, and there is no sun for shadows; 

No wind for bare tree-talk, no thing but spreading 
Rain; no thing but rain, wherein the treading 
Crow-feet leave thin tracks, and grass is drowned 
With a contented and a final sound. 

Safely indoors now, with a fire to dry us. 

We hear a whole long year go slipping by us— 
Backward to die, with nothing left ahead 
Save solitude and silence, and a thread 
Of days that will conduct us through the cold. 

The window-panes are waterfalls that fold 
Small misty visions of our valley’s end. 

The rain is sewing curtains that will rend 
And rise another day; but shut us now 
In such a world as mice have up the mow. 

Thus do we know ourselves at last alone; 

And laugh at both the kittens, who have grown 
Till there they lie, prim figures by the fire, 

Paws folded, aping age and undesire. 
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The boys would have them up again to play. 

But they are sudden-old; it is the day 
For dreaming of enclosure, and of being 
All of the world time missed as he was fleeing. 
They think, the furry fools, to live forever. 

So then do we, the curtains lifted never. 

... It is December, and the setting sun 
Drops altogether leftward of the one 
Long mountain-back we used to measure by. 

The maple limbs swing upward, grey and dry. 
And print the lawn, now naked for the snow. 
With lines that might be nothing. But we know. 
We see them there across the bitten ground. 

Dark lace upon the iron, and catch the sound 
Of half a world contracting under cold. 

Slowly it shrinks, for it is wise and old. 

And waits; and in its wisdom will be spared. 

So is the frosted garden-plot prepared. 

The withered tops, arustle row by row. 

Fear nothing still to come; for all must go. 

That is their wisdom, as it is the horse’s. 

Whose coat the wind already reinforces. 

There in the blowing paddock past the gate. 

The four of us a long day, working late. 

Confined her where she grazes, building the fence 
She leans on; yet she would not wander hence. 

She drops her head and nibbles the brown grass. 
Unmindful of a season that will pass; 

Long-coated, with a rump the wind can ruffle; 
Shoeless, and free; but soon the snow will muffle 
All of her four black feet, that study a line 
Down to the ponies’ corner under the pine. 

So have the field-mice, folding their startled ears. 
Burrowed away from owls and flying fears. 

So have the hunters ceased upon the hills; 

The last shot echoes and the woodland stills; 
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And here, along the house, the final flower 
Lets fall its rusty petals hour by hour. 

... So, in December, we ourselves stand ready. 
The season we have dared is strong and heady. 

But there is many a weapon we can trust. 

Five cellar shelves that were but layered dust 
Are wiped to kitchen neatness, and confine 
Clear jellies that will soothe us when we dine: 
Crab-apple, quince, and hardly-ripened grape. 
With jam from every berry, and the shape 
Of cherries showing pressed against the jar; 

Whole pears; and where the tall half-gallons are. 
Tomatoes with their golden seeds; and blunt 
Cucumbers that the early ground-worms hunt. 

The highest shelf, beneath the spidery floor. 

Holds pumpkins in a row, with squash before: 
Dark, horny Hubbards that will slice in half 
And come with pools of butter as we laugh. 
Remembering the frost that laid the vines 
Like blackened string: September’s valentines. 

Firm corn, and tapering carrots, and the blood 
Of beets complete the tally of saved food; 

Yet over in a corner, white and square. 

Is the big bin with our potato-share. 

Then seven barrels of apples standing by. 

We brought them down the ladder when a high 
Stiff wind was there to whip us, hand and cheek; 
And wheeled them to the barn, where many a week 
They filled the tightest chamber; but they found 
More certain safety here below the ground: 

The Baldwins to be eaten, and the Spies; 

But Greenings are for betty and for pies. 

A dusty cellar window, old as stone. 

Lets in grey light, a slowly spreading cone 
Sharp-ended here, and shining, at the shelves. 

All of the other spaces wrapped themselves 
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In darkness long ago; and there the wood 
Remembers a great sky wherein they stood: 

The twenty trees I walked with Louis, marking. 
Once in a mist of rain; then axes barking 
Through the wet, chilly weeks, with ring of wedges 
Under the blows of iron alternate sledges, 

Louis’s and Laurier’s, of equal skill. 

These were the two woodchoppers whom the still 
Small faces of the boys watched day by day. 

They sat among brown leaves, so far away 
We barely could hear their shouting as the saw 
Paused, and the great trunk trembled, and a raw 
Circle of odorous wood gaped suddenly there. 
Now maple and oak and cherry, and a rare 
Hard chestnut piece, with hickory and birch. 
Piled here in shortened lengths, await my search: 
Coming with lantern and with leather gloves 
To choose what provender the furnace loves. 
From wall to wall a dozen resting rows: 

We shall be warm, whatever winter blows. 

So for the range upstairs a mound uprises. 

By the back fence, of birch in sapling sizes. 

Old Bailey cut them through a lonely fall— 

He and his axe together, that was all: 

They in a thicket, and the white poles gleaming; 
Now a high frozen pile the sun is steaming. 

We shall be warm, whatever north wind catches 
Any of us outside the rattling latches; 

Down the sloped road, or where the yard descends 
To the barn’s angle with its gusty ends. 

Or higher, beyond the garden and the orchard— 
We shall not be snow-worried or wind-tortured. 
The armor we have sent for has arrived. 

The great book spread its pages, and we dived 
Like cormorants for prey among the rocks; 

And chose, and duly ordered; and the box 
Came yesterday. A winter’s woolen wraps: 
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Thick-wristed mittens and two stocking caps; 

Three fleece-lined jackets that will turn all weather. 
And one cut neat for ladies out of leather; 

Red sweaters, nut-brown shirts, and rubber-soled 
Great workman’s shoes for wading in the cold. 

We shall be warm; or we can stamp indoors. 

Wool failing, till the supper and the chores. 

... So quietly it came that we could doubt it. 
There was no wind from anywhere to shout it. 
Simply it came, the inescapable cold. 

Sliding along some world already old 
And stretched already there had we perceived it. 
Now by this hour the least one has believed it. 
Snippy, the lesser kitten, lies entangled 
Deep in the fur of Snappy, where a dangled 
Feed-sack drapes a box inside the shed. 

I found them with the lantern, playing dead: 

Those very creatures. Snippy and her brother. 

Who in the orange sunset tumbled each other, 

. Lithe by the stepping-stone. Through such a night 
How often have they put the frost to flight; 

How often, when the blackness made them bolder. 
Have they confounded time, that grew no colder. 
Yet not this night; they recognize the god. 

As in the barn the black mare, left to nod, 

Stands in her blanket, dozing. I have come 
From tending her, and heard the ominous hum 
Of branches that no wind moved overhead; 

Only a tightness and a stealth instead. 

The stiffened world turns hard upon its axis. 
Laboring; but these yellow lamps relax us. 

Here in the living-room at either end. 

She by the south one, I by the north pretend 
Forgetfulness of pavements; or remark 
How very dead the sky is, and how dark 
In passing, with the air of two that pore 
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On things familiar, having been before. 

It is our way of knowing what is near. 

This is the time, this is the holy year 
We planned for, casting every cable off. 

That was a board-creak; that was the horse’s cough; 
That was no wind, we say; and looking down. 
Smile at the wolf-dog, Sam, who dreams of brown 
Clipped fields that he will lope in when he wakes. 
He dreams, and draws his ankles up, and slakes 
Imaginary thirsts at frozen pools. 

He is the wolf-dog, he is the one that fools 
New comers up the yard; for gentler beast 
Prowled never to the pantry for a feast. 

He is the boys’ companion, who at dusk 
Ran rings with them tonight, and worried the husk 
Of daylight in his teeth, and stood his hair 
Wind-upright. Now he sleeps unthinking there. 
Companion of the boys, who long ago 
Climbed the dark stairs to bed. So we below 
Should come there too, we say; and say it again. 
And laugh to hear the clock tick out the ten. 

We are not sleepy; this is the holy year. 

Let it tick on to midnight, and for cheer 
Start coffee in the kitchen, while I spread 
Bright jam upon the goodness of cut bread. 

. . . We were awakened by a double shout: 

“Get up, you lazy people, and look out!” 

There was a weight of stillness on my eyes; 

But in my ears innumerable sighs 
Of snowflakes settling groundward past the glass. 

I stood and stared, saying for jest "Alas! 

My sight fails, I can see the merest dim 
Milk-whiteness!” ‘We must bring it up to him!” 
Cried one; and both were going, when I told them: 
“Dress!” So now, as breakfast waits, behold them 
Marching through a mist of falling specks. 


• 38 • 



They stop and raise their faces, and it flecks 
Their foreheads till they laugh; then treading on. 
Leave tracks across the swiftly thickening lawn. 

I let them go this morning for the milk— 

The car wheels turning softly in a silk 
New coverlet as wide as eyes could see. 

The chimney smoke was rising, round and free. 
From every ridge of shingles: even there 
Where Grandmother waved and pointed at the air. 
The wolf-dog running with us need not pause. 
Tasting the untamed whiteness; for his jaws 
Dipped as he loped along, and fiercely entered 
Now the far past wherein his mind was centered. 
Back at the barn the Shetland ponies wheeled. 

Biting each other’s manes, their little field 
Grown boundless by some fantasy, and fenceless. 
They romped like shaggy dogs, and were as senseless. 
Fluttering at the gate, as moths, and small. 

They waited for the big one in the stall. 

She whinnied as we came, and only stopped 
When I rose up the ladder and hay dropped. 

She will have finished breakfast in an hour. 

So we, and through a sudden whirling shower 
Shall bring her to the ponies. Then our talk 
Will come once more to sleds, and up the walk 
I shall again make promises; and keep them. 
Thinking of flakes and how a wind can heap them. 
This wind is gentle, and the grey sheet sways. 

I am no prophet if it falls and stays. 

... All yesterday it melted, and at night 
Was nothing, and the prophecy was right. 

But in a play-house corner stand the sleds. 

Almost as high as the excited heads 
Of two that will be on them when the slopes 
Glisten once more. And so the boys have hopes 
While I have present pleasure; for the ground 
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Grows musical wherever I am bound. 

The mud was gone as quickly as the snow: 

An afternoon of thaw, but then a low 
Crisp sunset sound of shrinking, and the crack 
Of coldness like a panther coming back. 
Tonight the snowless evening and the moon 
Kept my late feet contented with a tune 
More ancient than the meadows, where the stones 
Rise ever up: unburiable bones. 

The bareness of the world was like a bell 
My feet, accustomed, struck; and striking well. 
Let the rung sound be mingled with the dry 
Primeval winter moonlight flowing by. 

Alone outdoors and late, the resonant lawn 
Moved with me as I lagged, and moving on 
Bore all my senses fieldward to those bones 
Of permanence, the unalterable stones. 

There is no such intensity of lasting 
Anywhere out of meadows, where the fasting 
Grasses worship something in December 
Older than any moist root can remember; 

Older than age, drier than any drouth; 

Something not to be praised by word of mouth. 

I did not praise them then, nor shall henceforth; 
But shall remind me, so, what change is worth: 
Timothy round a rock, and daisies hiding 
Something that will be there again—abiding 
Longer than hope and stronger than old despair; 
Something not to be dated under the air. 

I looked at stones; and faces looked at me: 
Sidewise, always sidewise, past a tree 
Or slanting down some corner, or obliquely 
Squinting where the moon fell, and as weakly. 

I saw them not but knew them: the tired faces 
Of those who may not leave their acred places: 
Those of a time long gone that never dies. 

You know it by the darkness of their eyes. 


• 40 • 



And by the way they work to comprehend 
Who lives here now beyond a century’s end. 

Who lives and does not labor, and makes light 
Of the grim gods that once were day, were night; 

That carved a cheek, bent breasts, and knotted hands. 
Not one of them withdraws or understands. 

Not one of them but looked at me; and I, 

Intruder here, seemed helpless to reply. 

Not by their older choosing are we here, 

Not by their doom made free of gods and fear. 

Was then the better time? I said; and thought 
How excellently winter moonshine taught 
The shapes of winter trees. That maple there. 

How shadeless, how upflowing, and how fair! 

Even without their leaves the elm-limbs drooped; 

The alders leaned; and birches interlooped 
Their lacy, blackened fingers past the pines. 

The great dead chestnut where the loud crow dines 
Writhed on, its mighty arms unskilled to fall. 

The evergreens were solid over all. 

And hickories and tulips, few of limb. 

Held what they had straight out for time to trim. 

Was then the better world, I wondered—daring 
Suddenly now an answer from the staring 
People of old days, the accusing faces. 

But none of us, tree-watching on these places. 

Ever will hear a sentence from the source. 

Gone is their blood, and spent their bitter force; 

They only live to chafe us down the wind 
And leave us ever afteijvard thin-skinned: 

Wondering on them, the only-good. 

On whom these lighter feet too long intrude. 

. . . We have had company of Friday nights. 

We have looked out of windows till the lights 
Of cars too long in coming dipped and streamed; 
Then ended by the door as time had dreamed. 
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Two late ones from tlie city, blinking here 
In the warm lamplight, with the kittens near— 

These have been shown their room, the spare northeast one 
Have laughed and begged a bite: even the least one. 

Even a crust to pay them for the ride. 

Already coffee bubbled, fit to glide. 

As quickly as cups were ready, from the spout. 

Already there were cookies placed about; 

And soon the supper entered that would keep us 
Longer awake than wise, with talk to steep us 
In every winter’s moment we had missed. 

So we unrolled our pleasures, till the list 
Grew endless, and the meaning of it fled. 

So, as the boys before us, up to bed. 

For all of us a lazy breakfast waited. 

With coffee and tobacco, brownly mated. 

Warming the day to come. We tilted chairs. 

Lit pipes, and fingered forks; till unawares 
Time bore us half to noon; and looking out. 

We argued what the weather was about. 

Some said it would be overcast till night. 

Settling themselves forever; but the right 
Was mostly with the walkers and the curious. 

First then the barn, where the black mare was furious. 
Tossing as I excused our long delay. 

No answer, but the eyes among the hay 
Dived languorously and said I was forgiven. 

The cutter by the car could not be driven. 

I found it years ago and dragged it here 
To a dry floor and braced it; but the clear 
Curved figure will be never swift again. 

Snow or no snow, it is for living men 
Another last reminder of the old 
Dim people who are dead. A crimson fold 
Of lining flaps and braves the window frost. 

But all the rest is poor and language-lost: 

No bells to shake, no orders to be going 
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Down a long hill where only time is snowing— 
Flake by flake forgotten, till the white 
Far past of it is shadowy with night. 

We took the road and turned, and crossed the bridge; 
Then, needing not to beg the privilege. 

Crossed neighbor Allyn’s meadow to his row 
Of sandknolls; then, as all the cattle go. 

Between the roundest couple home to tea. 

So Saturday, and night, when we agree 
What games shall silence evening, and what talk 
Shall bring the ghost whose breast is brittle chalk. 

So Sunday, with a visit to the great 
Grandfather pine that guards the burial gate. 
Neglected there, the town’s first graveyard lies 
Where once the Hurlburt roadway took the rise. 
Bringing a country mourner up to pray. 

But year by year the woodchucks have their way. 
And higher mounds are there than used to reckon 
The small well-buried length of smith or deacon. 

So all the week-end over, and the pair 
Departed; and a blizzard in the air. 

. . . That second snow fulfilled us while it lasted. 
But now for two brown weeks the fields have fasted 
Under a windless, under a lukewarm sun. 

Christmas Eve and New Year’s Day are done. 

And here we stand expectant, straining dumbly 
Toward a long stretch that will not lie so comely: 
Three dark, inclement months before the spring. 

Or such the hope; we want no softer thing. 

No disappointment deepened day by day. 

That second snow, dissolving, drained away 
Too much of sudden glory, and too much 
Of the towered god whose mantle we must touch. 
There was no blizzard in it after all. 

Only a thickening sky, so slow to fall 

That Monday passed, and Tuesday. Then a hush; 
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Then a faint flick, as if a fox’s brush 

Had gained the woods in safety, and the hole; 

Then steadily, steadily down the winter stole. 

All afternoon it hissed among some clump 
Of shrubbery, and deepened round the pump; 

All afternoon, till time put out the light. 

Then the black rustling through the soundless night: 
Dark flake on flake colliding where no gaze 
Of beast or person followed. Dim the ways 
Of snow in great high darkness; strange the sound 
Of whiteness come invisible to ground. 

And yet the lamps awhile allowed the glance 
Of a stray whirl of moth wings blown to dance. 
Confused, beyond the four and twenty panes. 

Here once we sat and watched the autumn rains 
Stitching a wall of water. Now the snow— 

A frailer fall, and gentler—came to sew 
New raiment for the sun-accustomed sashes. 

The upstairs window that a north wind lashes. 
Beating the maple on it gust by gust. 

Hung silent, like a picture; but it thrust 
Pure light on brilliant branches, layered well 
With silver that as slowly rose and fell. 

No visible lawn beneath it, and no thing. 

Round or above, save blackness in a ring: 

A prone, suspended skeleton creeping hither. 

All knuckle joints and bare bones twigged together. 
Next morning then, with Christmas five days off. 
What wonder if we called this well enough? 

What wonder if the two boys prematurely 
Counted upon continuance, and surely 
Bragged of a snowy hill for him, the guest: 

The expected boy, of all their friends the best. 

Due now from deep Virginia on a night; 

Their own, to play a week with out of sight? 

So off they hurried, pulling the sleds behind them. 
To cross the nearest meadow-stretch and find them 
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Somewhere a perfect slope that they could pack: 
The runners for the hundredth time and back 
Deep-sinking through the softness, with dragged feet 
To finish a rough design and leave it neat. 

I watched them for a little from the road. 

Then called, and she came with me to the snowed 
White forest edge, and over the wall inspected 
The prints of birds; or how a deer directed 
Leap after leap to gain his inland thicket. 

A pine branch sagged to the earth, but I could flick it. 
Filling my neck with flakes as up it reared. 
Snow-loosened of its many-pointed beard. 

Meanwhile the cry of coasters over the hill. 

With moment interruptions, clear and still. 

That said the feet were staggering up again. 

We came, and Sam the wolf-dog joined them then 
In a loud, urgent welcome, bark and word. 

For he had crossed the field to make a third. 

And close-pursued them, snapping at their feet 
Now up the slope, now down; then off to meet 
Plump Snappy, most companionable cat. 

Who, plowing the snow alone, arrived and sat 
Like something stone of Egypt, not for play. 

He watched us, two by two, slide swift away. 

Then turned his head, encouraging the weak one, 
Snippy, the little sister, the grey meek one. 

Who half from home had squatted in a track; 

And wailed until we saved her, walking back. 

That was the day, with four days still to come. 

We prophesied long whiteness; hearing the hum 
Of trees contracted slowly in no wind; 

Or watching the clouds a clear sun dipped and thinned. 
That was the night the low moon, all but waned. 
Came to me once—upstarting at the strained 
Hurt sound of something strangled in the woods— 
Came to me at the window, over floods 
Of waveless shining silence, and I said: 
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There is a month of coldness dead ahead. 

But Thursday of a sudden thawed it all. 

And Friday, like a silly thing of fall. 

An innocent late-summer thing, declared 
Calm days, with every melting meadow bared. 

So when they blew their horn and gained the gate— 
Those weary three Virginians—only a late 
Cool breath of proper evening blew to greet them. 
Sam leapt out ahead of us to meet them. 

Then the old rejoicing, four and three; 

With talk of the north till bedtime, and the tree 
We all must bring tomorrow: a picked pine 
To anchor in a room with block and twine. 

We found it, best of several by a swamp. 

And sawed and bore it hither amid the romp 
Of boys and tumbling cats, that on warm haunches 
Settled to watch us trim the bristling branches; 
Looping the ends with silver-studded cord 
And lo, with more than patience could afford 
Of cranberries and popcorn needled through: 

Now red, now white, now one and one, and two. 
From every room, when darkness well was down. 
Came packages of mystery, in brown 
Creased paper if a boy or man were giver; 

But if a lady, candle-light would quiver 
On multicolored tissue, gold and green. 

Then silence, with a glow behind the screen 
To point our way to bed, the lamps unlighted. 

Then dawn, and stairs acreak, and something sighted 
Even beyond the door that we had closed; 

Then breakfast, and the mysteries deposed. 

No more the ache of waiting; shed the power 
Preeminent of any future hour. 

That was the height; the rest was going down. 

With random walks, or driving into town. 

Or sitting after sunfall over tea. 
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We tidied rooms and set the spangled tree 
Midway the snowless lawn, and spiked it there— 
Popcorn and berries on it, and a square 
Of suet tied with string to tempt the flying 
Birds. But there were kittens always spying. 
Ready to pounce and punish; and at last 
A brief wind laid it over like a mast. 

The rest was milder pleasure, suiting well 
Our seven tongues that had so much to tell. 

We talked. And then the final day was come. 
Farewell, you three! And if the end was dumb. 
Remember this: there was no charm to say 
As down the hill your fenders sloped away. 

So Christmas Eve and New Tear’s Day are done; 
And still the lukewarm, still the windless sun 
Possesses what it watches: hidden here, 

A barn and painted house, from which appear 
Four little figures scanning a clear sky. 

It doubtless will be clouded by and by. 

And doubtless yield each one his small desire. 

Now only tracks, minute upon the mire. 

. . . O welcome night-wind, crazily arriving. 
You had not warned us till we heard you striving. 
Here and at every corner of the house— 

Now a great beast and now a nibbling mouse— 
Striving in every stature to undo us; 

There was no rumor of your marching to us. 

No swift annunciation; or eight hands 
Loud, loud had hailed you, giving you our lands. 
Ourselves, and all this valley to unsettle. 

We only lay and heard you; heard the rattle 
Of shutters, and caught the groan as you went on 
Of nails from weather-boarding all but drawn. 
We only lay, pulling the covers higher. 

Until at dayrise, grouping about the fire. 
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We greeted a hundred frost-hills on the panes; 

Looked through, and saw the still wind-worried lanes 
Thrash heavily; and walking out a little. 

Said the snapped, hanging branches were wind-spittle. 

Nor was the blowing over; still at twelve 
High limbs were double-curving, like a helve. 

And through the day, beneath white clouds and round ones, 
All was a sea, with us the happy drowned ones— 

Drifting among the layers of thin cold. 

Self-separated. Some, the slow and old. 

Slid lazily, floating beyond a world; 

But some were childish-violent, and curled 
And slapped our willing foreheads as they raced. 

Layer upon clear layer built a waste 
Of space for minds to work in, high and low. 

Then the loud night that bade the softness go. 

With iron for morning ground, and every print 
Of dog or man foot stamped as in a mint: 

All metal, all eternal, if this cold. 

High, many-shelving universe could hold. 

It held; and laid a film across the pond; 

Laid more, and laying others, brought the fond 
Brown wolf-dog there to slide beside the boys— 
Bewildered, but enchanted by the noise 
Of brittle alder-sticks and clapping hands. 

So now the ice in hourly thickened bands 
Is pressing tight around us, pond and lawn. 

One moment, and the mighty gale was gone. 
Far-whistling. Then a silence, and the fall 
To nothing. Then the crisp iron over all. 

. . . Slap, slap, the sound of car chains going by. 

With elsewhere only stillness, under dry 
Fantastic heaps of white the wind renews. 

It reached us evenly, as snowfalls use; 

But there were days of fury when the air. 
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Whirled white as flour, was powdery everywhere; 
Till now the finest grains, like desert sand. 

Wait upon eddies they will not withstand. 

The snow-plows on the highway come and go: 
Not vainly, but a devil takes the snow 
Some windy times, and then the car lanes fill 
Along the leeward side of fence or hill. 

The boys are in the snow house we had made 
Before this blowing weather overlaid 
The first wet fall with something crisp as salt. 

Four walls we packed without a single fault 
Between a pair of solid shutter forms. 

A roof, an eastern door away from storms. 

Two windows at the ends—a bread knife cut them. 
Neatly, but there was then no way to shut them— 
A piece of crate for cushion, and a bag: 

This is their windy fortress that a flag 
Flies every day in front of, and that Sam 
Lies guarding, less the dragon than the lamb. 
There was a man with anthracite for eyes. 

And pennies for his buttons; but he lies. 

Forgotten, uncreated, where he fell. 

There was a castle wall beyond the well 
With store of snowballs piled against a siege. 

And apples for the starving, lord or liege; 

But now it too is levelled, and delight 
Dwells only in this hovel at the right. 

Below the sheds and halfway to the wall 
Stands a lean ice house, windowless and tall. 
Whose ancient door hung open day by day 
Till the last shining cake was stowed away. 

When ice was fourteen inches teams were hitched; 
Saws buzzed; and like a waterland bewitched 
The silver floor divided, line and angle. 

Then loaded trucks, with pairs of tongs to dangle. 
Teasing the helpful boys until they tried— 
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Slipped, fell, and were convinced. And so inside 
Sleep twice a hundred pieces of the pond. 
Preserved against the dog days and beyond. 

. . . These are the undistinguishable days. 

This is the calm dead center of the maze 
Whereinto we have wandered, and in time 
Shall wander forth again, and slowly climb 
A wall the other side of which is change. 

Now everything is like, with nothing strange 
To keep our hands aware of what they do. 

This is the winter’s heart, that must renew 
Its steady, steady beating when an embered 
Joy is all we have, and thoughts remembered. 
Therefore do I listen while I may. 

Monotony, to what your whispers say 
Of systole, diastole, and the ribbed 
Sweet rituals wherein our wills are cribbed. 
Therefore shall I count the doings here 
Of one full day, and represent the year. 

We rise at eight, but I an hour before 
Have put the pipeless furnace in a roar; 
Descending slow in slippers, robe, and socks 
To where, as in some Southern ship that rocks. 
Dry cargo-wood inhabits all the hold. 

Our destination only the days unfold: 

Tier on tier down-sloping to warm weather. 

But many a hundred chunks lie yet together. 
Snug in their odorous rows. So I inspire 
Last evening’s spent and barely-breathing fire; 
Pull off my gloves; ascend the under-stair; 

And smoke a chilly moment in a chair. 

Then up again. But they are coming down. 
Each head of hair in tangles at the crown; 

And suddenly we smell a breakfast waiting: 
Bacon and yellow eggs; or, alternating. 
Buckwheat cakes with butter for anointing; 
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Or third-day porridge, grey and disappointing. 

Prepared with steaming water and the comb. 

We gather about the range—the morning home 
Of kittens, too, and Sam the wolf-dog, stretched 
Full length behind it while our plates are fetched. 

The Irish hands that laid our dining table 
Were up in early darkness, whence a fable 
Of ghost or saint, night-walking, has its rise. 

We listen, masked amusement in our eyes. 

And finishing our fare, proceed to measure 
Whether this day is planned for work or pleasure. 

There is a woodshed faucet where I fill 
Two water pails, and through the winter-still 
Bound morning beat the music that she loves: 

The restless mare whose foretop, smoothed with gloves. 
Will hang with hay-stalk in it while she drinks. 

She knows my coming footfall, and she thinks 
To speed her slave’s arrival with a neigh. 

I am too proud to hurry; yet the hay 
Seems due her, and the water, none the less. 

So up to where last summer’s grasses press 
Their rustling weight on weight; and casting down 
High pitchforkfuls, I stuff the slats with brown. 

Stiff breakfast which the clever ponies hear. 

I listen to their trotting, small and clear. 

Round the curved path to where the western door 
Stands open night or day, whatever roar 
Of winds or pelt of snow drives ruthless in. 

They are from northern islands where the din 
Of winter never daunts them. Unconfined, 

They wander about the paddock till the mined 
Mute hayfall wakes their wisdom. Then they race. 

Two blown and hairy creatures, into place. 

I leave them there, slow-nibbling, eyes astare. 

And go to prod the motor in his lair: 

Four thousand pounds inert, and chilled so well 
Some mornings I can barely solve the spell. 
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I have been baffled when a weakened spark 
Has failed to fire the monster, and the dark 
Webbed shadows of the room have missed his roar. 

I have discovered drifts against the door. 

And shovelled; I have watched a winter’s rains 
Turn ice, and been in misery with chains: 

Now on, now off, now broken and now mended; 

I have as often wished a year were ended. 

But now the long thing moves, and backing out 
Brings Sam, who disobeys my daily shout 
And lopes to where the open meadows tempt him. 

I could be angry, but his ears exempt him. 

Waiting erect and friendly when I come. 

My way was longer round; but now the strum 
Of pistons will be answered by his feet. 

That guide me to the milkhouse, dark, unneat. 
Where the day’s pail awaits me. Then the mile 
Retravelled, past the cemetery stile 
That leads among the six-foot frozen mounds. 

There have been mornings when I heard the sounds 
Of pick and frozen shovel at a grave; 

But mostly snow and timeless silence—save 
That cries of farmer children ring in the wood. 
Where the white Hollow school long years has stood. 
Some of them wave and call my distant name; 

Then bells, and marching in to serious game; 

While I at my own corner mount the hill 
Past Bailey’s house, and hers, where now a still 
White shaft of smoke that bends above the brook 
Declares Grandmother up. A pause; a look; 

Good morning to her, cheerful at the door; 

Then on to where the barn receives the roar 
Of cylinders again until they cease. 

Now to the restless mare, whom I release— 

High stepping, in perpetual surprise— 

To where the ponies shake their shaggy eyes. 

All day will they be three beyond a gate. 
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Ground-musical, and free of their estate; 

While we that own them, in and out of doors 
Must labor at our self-appointed chores. 

Now the grey tool house where the chisels hang. 

And hammers lie, and saws with sharpened fang 
Rest nightly on their nails, invites my skill. 

I am no maker, but a floor can fill 

With shavings from the least instructed plane. 

Or there is wood to split, come snow or rain. 

When the black stove grows hungry, and the dry 
Deep kitchen box demands a fresh supply. 

Ten times the barrow, loaded, piles its pieces 
High at the woodshed end, till all the creases 
Fold a fair week of darkness, and the dented 
Chopping block is with cold wounds contented. 

There is one root the garden still can give. 

Under the snow, under the stubble, live 
Our golden parsnips, planted and forgotten. 

Nothing of them is altered or frost-rotten. 

The blunt pick thuds in the ground, and up they heave 
A miracle for winter to believe. 

I bring them in for dinner on this day; 

And while the kettle, boiling their ice away. 

Fills half a room with steam I take the road 
Once more, to curiosity’s abode: 

That box where now the mail man will have been. 
Arriving slow, I thrust my fingers in; 

Draw letters forth, a bundle, or a card; 

And out of time abstracted pace the hard 
White ground again to where three wait for me. 

No ancient courier with a king’s decree 
Rode ever up a hill and brought so much 
As these chilled messages the mind can touch. 

Restoring warmth, reviving every word 
That yesterday with its own motion stirred. 

Meanwhile the boys have had their little school: 

Two pupils and a mother, mild of rule. 
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Who after beds were made and dinner planned. 

Called them to where the home-built easels stand 
And where the primer waits that one can read. 

The younger mind admits a younger need: 

Long blocks that tilt together till a boat 
Sits sailing; or a castle with a moat; 

Or dungeon towers to keep a kitten in— 

The almond-eyed four-footed Saracen. 

To painting then: tongues out and foreheads glowing. 
With bannerets of bright vermilion flowing 
Over and up and down; or blues, or blacks. 

Full to the very corners past the tacks. 

One thing remains: a paragraph to trace 
On paper from the blackboard’s printed face. 

The boy leans long upon the table leaf. 

Procrastinating; for the task was brief. 

And both of them had still an hour to play. 

But there he leans, unwilling, till the day 

Brings twelve; and half-past twelve; and brings the white 

Sealed letters that are now the noon’s delight. 

So dinner, and a nap for everyone 
Where neither snow may enter nor the sun. 

So then the afternoon, that still is short— 

Midwinter lags behind the sky’s report: 

Each day a little longer, but the dark 
Comes down before a coaster may remark. 

While there is light we seek the genial store. 

Off by the covered bridge; or wanting more. 

Ride over two east ranges to the town 
Of brass that bore the body of John Brown. 

Here pavements like a puzzle run and spread; 

And here a shop front, gold by gaudy red. 

Demands immediate entrance; for a dime 
Buys anything, land-born or maritime: 

A ball, a wooden car, a masted boat, 

An outboard motor that will never float; 

A magnet’s curve, completed by a bar; 
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A leaden blue policeman with his star. 

So home across the ranges, past the edge 
Of evening, till the last high-drifted hedge 
Declares the clear necessity of chains. 

So out to frosty spokes and windy lanes 

Where the snow, blowing, whips the wrist and scatters; 

Then upward, while a broken chain-link clatters; 

Upward into the barn, the engine dying 
Soundless; but the ponies are replying. 

Huddled before the big one at the gate. 

Scarcely we listen, for we estimate 

Two hours this side of supper. Time for tea. 

We light the lamps and sip the mystery. 

Cup after shadowy cup, with toasted cheese. 

There are no country moments like to these; 

When afternoon is night, and night belongs 
Like a dark heirloom of descended songs 
To four that sit in solitude and hear them 
Through the fond nothingness that nestles near them. 
From the warm circle of the shaded lamp 
At last I walk to where the ponies stamp 
And the tall guardian mare is loud with thirst. 

A boy with lighted lantern sheds the first 
Long pair of scantling shadows on the snow; 

While I, the water-bearer, dimly go 
Through the great backward crescent drawn behind us. 
There have been evenings when she would not mind us— 
The lurking mare, complacent down the meadow. 

But now a clear low whistle cleaves her shadow. 
Precipitately arriving. So we lead her. 

Plunging, past the corner post; and heed her 
Sighing as she nuzzles in the pail. 

The lantern from a high and rusty nail 
Swings gently, casting circles on the hay. 

The kittens somewhere, noiselessly at play. 

Keep watch of us, and scan the waiting door. 

They love a barn, but love the kitchen more; 
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And lessons still may linger in each mind 
Of die long milkless night they sat confined. 

We leave the ponies munching in their room 
And blow our lantern black, resolved to come 
By starlight home—Orion and the Bears 
Low-shining; but aloft upon the stairs. 

Bright Castor holding Pollux by the hand. 

Now endless evening, like a painted band. 

Starts moving, moving past us, and we seize. 
Soft-reaching, all that momently can please. 

There is an hour for singing, when the book 
Lies open, and a rolling eye may look 
For prompting at the words of Nelly Gray, 

Darby and ^oan, Theh/l\\\et, 0\d Dog’Tray, 
Malbrouck that went to war, and Hoosen ]ohnny; 
Or over the ocean, over the sea my bonnie. 

The dominoes that once Amused us well 
Lie in their box and envy bagatelle. 

Whose twenty balls, thrust up the tilted board. 
Pause and return—click, click—a thousand scored! 
With game or song the clock goes round to eight: 
Past time for two to sleep, whose laggard gait 
We must not hope to hurry up the landing. 

Each elder then knows where a book is standing. 
Tall on the crowded table; and begins 
What may go on until the darkness thins: 

Page after page upturned against the light. 

For so it was, on such a nipping night. 

That Holmes, or Doctor Thorndyke, heard the bell 
And raced with lawless death to Camberwell; 

Or Watson, in an alley with his master. 

Felt the steel fingers as a crutch came faster: 
Tapping, tapping, tapping, till the court 
Blazed with a sudden pistol’s blind report. 

This is the hour, and this the placeless room 
For smooth concocted tales of lust and doom; 
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This the remote, the sanctuary year 
When the safe soul must fabricate a fear. 

Many a milder evening passes, too. 

With Royal Casino, Rummy, and a few 
Swift-changing hands of High-Low-Jack-and-the-Game. 
But then three weeks ago the chess men came; 

Since when, no night so busy that it misses 

The march of angry Queens, whose scalloped tresses. 

Stiffly erected, fly to guard a King. 

We are two novices, and rashly fling 
Pawns, bishops, knights, and rooks into the fray; 

Yet time and blood have taught us wiser play. 

There was a gift at Christmas time of Tarot— 

Untaught, but we can shuffle them and harrow 
A loreless mind with him, the Hanging Man; 

So all those numbered mysteries that plan 
What future folds the player, and what past 
Is carved upon the great Tower overcast. 

So every wand and pentacle and sword 
Lies curious, unfathomed, on the board. 

We have been known, as never back in town. 

To idle till the clock weights settled down. 

And till the sound of ticking ceased unheard. 

We have rejoiced some evenings at the word 
Of neighbors driving over; when the names. 

Smith, Prentice, Landeck, interrupted games 
With something else of equal clear delight. 

For there was talking now into the night. 

With news of health, and trips away from home. 

And how the kitchen beer went all to foam. 

Gossip of Hautboy, Dibble, and Great Hill, 

Gossip and jest and argument, until: 

Goodbye, Smith, Landeck, Prentice; come again; 
Goodnight. And so a day is ended then. 

Each four and twenty hours, until we rise. 

Go thus. And thus the holy winter flies. 



. . . February flies, with little summers 
Hidden in its beard: unlicensed mummers 
Performing April antics for a day. 

The sun from the horizon swings away; 

The sky melts upward, and a windless hand 
Scatters the seeds of warmth along the land. 

They will not grow, for ice is underneath. 

And every creature tastes it. But a wreath 
Lies thrown by playful chance upon the smiling 
Meadows that a season is beguiling. 

Today was so, but we were not deceived; 

Though what the wolf-dog and the cats believed 
There is no art of knowing. They pursued 
Our every venturing step and found it good: 
Down the crisp meadows to the aspen grove; 
Over the highway, where a salesman drove 
Dry wheels on dry macadam; then the neck 
Of Harrison’s pasture to the Hollenbeck. 

We stood, the seven walkers, on a stone 
And watched the river, waveless and alone. 

Go slipping, slipping under, gravelly clear. 
Snippy, a mile from nowhere, crouched to peer 
At nothing in the sand; then bolder sat. 

Three weeks, we said, and she would be a cat 
With fearsome crying kittens of her own. 

Ten months with us, no more, and nearly grown! 
So Snappy, arriving plump and solemn there. 
Good-natured sat, the guardian of the pair. 

There was a barn foundation to explore. 

Ancient of fields beyond. The rotting floor 
Forewarned us, and we did not enter in; 

But strolled, and where tall timothy had been 
Lay half an hour on stubble under the sun; 

While Sam, excited by a scent, must run 
Low-whining up the fences; till a voice 
Recalled him, and we made the hapless choice 
Of eastward marshy meadows for return. 
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The hummocks mired us, hut a cat could learn 
The causeway’s secret truth; and what we lost 
Came back to us at home with tea and toast. 

. . . Since yesterday a hundred years have gone. 
The fore-and-after season, living on. 

Rouses itself and finds its bitter breath. 

This wind holds on to winter as to death. 

There is no end, we say, and sauntering out. 
Northwestward lean till we are whirled about. 
Mute neck and shoulders stinging with the snow; 
Or on this Sunday morning think to go. 
Foot-heavy, where the giant maples spread 
Their smooth enormous branches, long since dead. 
Still in this waste of wind they do not fall; 

But stiffen, like old serpents sent to crawl 
On dense, on layered air; until the charm 
Is lifted, and descending out of harm. 

They lie leaf-covered, rigid in decay 
Until the last small worm has turned away. 

Here in the woodland clearings they patrol. 

The wind drives steadily upon its goal. 

But yonder where the hemlocks lace together 
There is a sudden calm, a death of weather. 

The shade is black, as once in late July 
When here we walked escaping yellow sky. 

The shade is black and even, and the snow 
Comes filtered to the open cones below: 

Slowly, slowly, slowly; strange the hush. 

Here in this darkened desert of the thrush. 

No hermits now; yet bands of chickadees 
Tread fearless of us, chirping in the trees. 

The ferns of June are withered on the rocks 
Midway the icy stream that bends and locks 
This needled promontory where we stand. 

Oh, happy time! when nothing makes demand; 
When all the earth, surrendering its strength. 
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Regains a taller potency at length; 

Sleeps on in purest might of nothing done 
Till summer heaves on high the exacting sun. 

... Ice everywhere, a comic inch of it. 

Four veteran walkers of a sudden sit 
Wide-sprawling; but the cat that went so sure 
Waits in the shed, distrustful and demure. 

On this one day the dark mare, left inside. 

Stands munching while the startled ponies slide— 
Their path a river, and the river frozen— 

Until a barn’s captivity is chosen. 

Ice everywhere; but over Goshen way 
Ice on the mountains: murderous display. 

Down the wild road to where the lanes were dry 
We crept on crunching chains; then letting fly. 
Passed houses till we gained the known plateau. 
Yet now no more familiar, for the glow 
Of crystals, like an ocean, blinded eyes 
Untutored in the way a forest dies: 

Slim birch and maple, sycamore and larch 
Bent low before the mysteries of March; 

Bent glassy-low, or splintered to a heap 
Of glittering fragments that the sunrays sweep— 
The sun, ironic, heartless, come to glance 
At death and beauty shivering in a dance. 

... I have been absent through the ending days 
Of March beyond the mountains, where the ways 
Of all the world drive onward as before. 

I have been absent from the windy door; 

Have gazed on travel-mornings out of flying 
Windows at a distant winter dying. 

But not our own, I said; and still believe 
There will be news at home of its reprieve. 
Nothing of that can change. And yet the doubt 
Creeps into me as I look homesick out 
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On farms that are reminding me of one 
Not distant now, beneath the selfsame sun. 

A further valley, and a further range. 

And I shall see if anything be strange. 

Another dozen stations, and the three 
I have been absent from will run to me, 

And tell me if they know. At which the tears 
Come premature, and stillness stops my ears. 

. . . That very Wednesday, going to Great Hill, 
The ruts all melted and the road was swill; 

The hub caps foundered, and a number plate 
Rose out of mire to recognize the spate. 

All underground was overflowing for us. 

Helpless until a wakened workhorse bore us. 
Backward, absurd, to dry macadam land. 

So April, with a wild unwelcome hand. 

Showers proof upon us here of winter gone. 

Our visitors on Friday night are wan: 

Town-tired, and do not know it till we tell them. 
The stripling cats, until we thought to bell them. 
Havocked among the juncos, dropped to feed 
On what the lawn still held of husk or seed. 

A hundred misty bellies and blue backs 
Move unmolested northward, leaving tracks 
On certain darker mornings when a flurry 
Satins the ground—not deep enough to worry 
Those busy bills that, helped by hopping feet. 

Find out the fruit of barberries and pat. 

The apple barrels, picked over, have revealed 
How many Baldwins never will be peeled; 

The fungus spreads, and spots of deathly white 
Show where the teeth of time have been to bite. 
The wolf-dog has abandoned us by day; 

He is in love across the scented way. 

Nothing can keep him when the wind arrives; 

He chews his chain, or alternately strives 
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Till the round collar slips and he goes running. 

The ponies’ noses have as old a cunning. 

There is no forage yet, but they can smell 
Green tropics creeping hither, and will fell 
Each night a length of fence for dumb escape; 

Then stumble back at breakfast time and gape. 
Wit-withered, at the breach they cannot solve. 

So, as the weeks implacably revolve 
Of early, windy April, come the sprays 
Of wood viburnum in the pathless ways 
Where rocks and bent witch-hazel boughs declare 
Once more their truce, awakening to air. 

So, as the world turned sunward. Snippy died. 

In the dim middle of a night she cried. 

Desperate upon the steps; and lived a day. 

But we have laid her slenderly away. 

Her young within her she was not to bear; 

So Snappy sits disconsolately there. 

Under the branching crabtree; faced about. 

Fixed on the clods, as if to stare her out. 

. . . Spring is not yet; though how can this be long: 
This crush of silence, this untimely-wrong, 

Wide, cruel weight of whiteness, wing-descended 
Even as we declared the winter ended? 

Last night it happened. Everything, unwarned. 
Suffered the soundless swoop of him the Horned, 
The Universal Owl, whose ruthless plumes 
Settled like death, distributing our dooms; 

No feather heavy, but the sum of all 
Seemed ultimate: earth’s sepulchre and pall. 

Not a flake settled on the flimsiest twig 
But stayed; until this morning all were big 
With monstrous moveless worms, that in the sun 
Drip swiftly; but the evil has been done. 

How fair it was last evening, when our lamp 
Shone out on fleecy lilacs; yet the damp. 
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The clammy hand of this last dying snow— 

How terrible to touch, and inly know: 

This is the breaking end. So now at noon. 

Divided, we behold the orchard strewn 

With murdered buds and down-demolished branches. 

So, by the graveyard, death upon its haunches 

Sits in the form of great-grandfather-pine’s 

Chiefest of giant limbs, whose blackened lines 

Trace there a new design of death across 

Bare stones for whom no novelty of loss. 

No morning news of woe can tell them more 
Than that another winter shuts the door. 

Divided thus—admiring, yet appalled— 

We watch the season, poor, unfuneralled. 

Pass with no mourners on; and recognize 
What most we loved here impotent to rise. 

If any sight could soften us to spring. 

It is this melted, this emaciate thing. 

... So April’s plumefall was the last one, leaving 
Nothing behind save midmonth warmth, and heaving 
Roots, rain-drenched on many a sodden day. 

Now even the rain is gone, that kept us grey; 

Even the rain, preserving darkness too. 

After the flood dry weather, hot and blue. 

Washed every stain of winter off, and brightly 
Gave us this world, so changeable and sightly: 

Grass upon the mountains; smokeless-green 
May fire that will not languish till the lean. 

Brown, bitten earth, monotonous with stone. 

Hides under hotness, leafy and alone; 

Shade everywhere—as here beneath the crab. 

Where Snippy lies, and rumors of Queen Mab 
Bring bees to set the blossoms in a roar 
While marvelling children pace the petalled floor; 

Shade then for her, the borrowed Tabby, lying 
With three new kittens, curious and crying: 
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The summer’s offspring, not to be confused 
With those somehow more brave that March misused. 
Now the sleek mare is shod again, and trots 
Each day beneath her mistress, over lots 
Green-rising, or along a sandy road: 

Each of them glad, the bearer and the load; 

But I that walk to meet them down the lawn 
Remember lazy mornings lost and gone: 

Remember the cold, remember the lantern, hanging 
There by her nose at night, and blizzards banging 
Somewhere a shabby door; and my decision 
Goes to the old, the February vision. 

How old it is now, only a rake and spade; 

Only a wolf-dog, panting in the shade; 

Only a coatless, an oblivious pair 

Of boys for whom all days to come are fair; 

Only her warm hand, patting down the seed 
Where sunlight lingers and the frost is freed; 

Only the hay-land, live again with snakes; 

Only these things can say what memory aches— 

Oh, vainly—to recapture; only such 

Can tell of the holy time our blood will touch— 

Oh, never again, and never; only June, 

That sings of something over deathly soon. 

Already the mind’s forgetfulness has blended 
Music with music; and the months are ended. 
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Sonnets ( 1955 ) 


i 

I said: It will not blow this way again; 

The branches of my life too soon are old; 

The wind is kind to early-withered men 
Lest they remember and confess the cold. 

I said, and scarcely knew that it was I, 

Hanging my leaves there in the springless year. 

I said; and did not listen to a high. 

Loud sound of March that filled the woods with fear. 
Then it was all around me, till at last 
Love like a hurricane of hate was blowing. 

Bruising me everywhere. Yet I was fast. 

And stood among the ruins of his going. 

Only the after stillness came and showed 
These blossoms on me everywhere, like blood. 


ii 

No wonder-deed done in the oldest time 
Whose whiteness burns oblivion away. 

No miracle of grass, whose muted rhyme 
Outsings the dawn and silences the jay. 

No fiend’s invention, no good man’s endeavor. 

No other tale of love is so untrue 

As this one of my heart, that empties never. 

But fills even as you take, and still is new. 

It cannot be there is more love to come; 

Yet, coming on, love tells me I have lied. 

So I must learn to listen and grow dumb. 
Believing in a heart that never died: 

Believing then in you, who like a dream 
Draw out of me this ever waking stream. 
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m 

As if there lay one other sky beyond 
This sky that was enough for any man; 

As if the midnight bloomed, and frond on frond 
Of blackness waved across Aldebaran; 

Or the bent miser, opening his box. 

Found double gold; or some most comely youth. 
Walking at noon, caught light among his locks. 
And the sun paled, impoverished of truth; 

So is the love that fills me an excess. 

Unlacked before, unwaited till it came; 
Unneeded now—but, oh, the mind’s distress 
If it should lose one letter of your name! 

If nature strolled with her proportioning knife 
And pruned this farthest limb that is my life! 


iv 

No throat had ever told me what I know. 

And knowing now so well, pity a lover’s 
Silence; for the voice of love is low; 

It cannot rise to what the heart discovers. 

It cannot sing as high as love’s own mind. 
Which, truant among birds, flies daily back 
With a wide restlessness, and looks behind 
At everything the darkened house will lack. 
Therefore I hold these words inside my heart. 
Therefore I tie each thought that would ascend. 
They languish, but it is the better part. 

And there is sweeter music in the end— 
Unheard by even you, on whom the sound 
Gathers like dew upon the senseless ground. 
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V 


That you were there to see before I saw, 

Midway the range of old day-lighted things. 
That you were there, and so by vision’s law 
The truth of you went off in widened rings; 

That you lived ever in such early time 
Is past my understanding, save that now. 

This evening, I have seen the day-stars climb 
Down step by step of darkness; and I vow. 

No more than you they needed night between. 

No more than you they watched the world away 
As here upon no earth I stand and lean. 

Loving your light that is the end of day; 

With no beginning after, for the dawn 

Was grey, and I am glad that it is gone. 


vi 

All of the steps that our slow love has taken 
Were your own steps at last, who led the way. 

I was too fixed—or like an oak was shaken 
That has been marked to fall yet never may. 
Never unless you taught me had I known it: 
Love must be advancing or it dies. 

You found each resting-place, but had outgrown 
Before I too was ready to arise. 

Love is a journey to no end, except 
One traveller, halting, cannot journey more. 
When I awoke you had as wisely stepped 
As the sole fox across a forest floor; 

So I would always follow you; and will 
To the last hedge upon the highest hill. 
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Vll 

The time not spent in kissing you is chaff 
Gone windily away; is desert bones; 

Is the lost acorn; the discarded half 
Of ore from which were plucked the golden stones; 
Is air beyond our breathing; is the dust 
That rings another world, nor brings it rain; 

Is worse than nothing had: the final crust 
Was there, and it was fatal to refrain. 

So have I said, yet it was never true. 

Poor talk, you had your uses all the while. 

Slow words, between your pauses hung the two 
Far eyes I had forgotten, and the smile. 

Not that I had forgotten; but the heart 
Grows blind if it too seldom holds apart. 


viii 

Where is the wit that I could sometimes wield? 
And yours, for you were happier than I? 
Where is the hand that held the tapered shield. 
Daring the sharpest arrows to let fly? 

My wrists are down, I am without defense. 

And what is worse, incompetent to wound; 

My regiments are sleeping in their tents; 

My talk at last is gentle and untuned. 

And yours, for you were readier to strike. 

And sat upon the swifter-coming horse— 

Now do you understand what love is like? 

I think he cannot even feel remorse. 

This mischievous small killer in the dark 
Who cuts two living tongues out for a lark. 
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ix 

Should this end now it were the end of light. 
That would no longer reach an earth receded; 
And the grey death of odor; and a blight 
On taste and touch, with every sound unheeded. 
I could no longer count the falling days. 

Nor weigh an ounce of sorrow out to pain; 

It were the end of knowledge when the ways 
Of feeling are as reason to the brain. 

Should it end suddenly—but I am wrong. 
Nothing so invisible can shatter. 

Our love is not an object, like the long 
Cold hand of time, that is the purest matter. 

But that is something different, and slow. 

And closes gradually, as the senses go. 


x 

Leave me not overlong at this remove; 

In the half-darkness. Love, I see too well 
My shortness when some measurement shall prove 
How far below her hope I always fell. 

Keep me no longer. Love, for there is that; 

And this, which is more dreadful to attest: 

Out of the dusk I have been staring at 
Her face is gone that was my only rest. 

My dwelling-place, her eyes, cannot be found; 

I look, but see as little, coming home. 

As the long voyager whose only sound 
Is sighing when he finds the ocean foam 
Still hung to make a curtain high and dim 
Between the house of his true life and him. 
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xi 

I would dislike you if you used an art 
To make me love you more than this, the most; 
For it is only downward that the heart 
Could move from such an eminence. Poor boast! 
Each day I am confounded, for you give 
Each day the wheel of love a little turn; 

And I go headlong with it, lest I live 
Henceforth one arc behind; and never learn 
There is no going downward in our love; 

I could not fall and lose you if I tried. 

There is no under here, and no above. 

But round and round; and distances have died. 
Nor am I ever giddy, for love’s air. 

Like this of earth, turns with it everywhere. 


xii 

Let it be always secret what we say; 

And where we meet, be that our world alone. 
Nor think us ever guilty, since our day 
Is one on which no shadow-bands have shown. 
Shame is a shadow that will never fall 
On us who have cut down the trees of pride. 
Let the world darken past the garden wall; 

The space within is conscienceless and wide. 
Nor think us ever weary, or in need 
Of company to bring the night at last. 

Love is a lonely and contented deed. 

Done in a desert that is sweet and vast; 

Where neither of us turns a timeless head 
To see the world behind us that is dead. 
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xiii 

As the blue fringes of this flower desire 
Comparison; yet even this old glass. 

Wherein some workman hid the sky afire. 

Is not the same; and so the mind must pass. 
And look along the world, and never come 
To the pure hue repeated—thus I range 
Through the live chronicles that tell the sum 
Of love’s known history; and each is strange. 
No love is like our love beyond the start; 

Two look upon each other, then we lose them. 
They whisper to each other, but apart. 

In a wild shade, and we can never use them; 
Likening ourselves to nothing more 
Than two late comers as the long day wore. 


xiv 

What golden spider warmed himself and spun 
This web that is the flesh upon your bones; 
Warming himself beneath a spicy sun 
That caught the winds and let their little moans. 
Like woven music, enter every place 
To hide until love’s fingers should be near? 
What artisan was singing at your face? 

Who wrapped the rest, that too will disappear? 
For time, that made the spinner, lets him die. 
He will be long in leaving, yet he must; 

So every moistened thread of you will dry: 

At first to lace; but then a little dust. 

And I— Oh, time will take my desolate hand 
And sift it on you, letting it be sand. 
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XV 


I carry in me always, since you live. 

The devil of an uncontrolled delight. 

He is my hidden master, whom you give 
No heed, for he has seldom come in sight. 

No passer-by may know I am possessed. 

And even you will never learn his power. 

The host himself is helpless when the guest 
Sits on and on, and, smiling hour by hour. 
Spreads darkest joy that round him ever flows 
Like a sweet, bitter poison. So I keep 
This fellow of the smile, and no one knows; 
And so it only seems to be asleep— 

My laughter, that the world forever misses; 
Yet here it is, like sun upon our kisses. 


xvi 

Oh, I could talk forever, and as smoothly 
As angels, were I farther from the fire. 

I am the coal, and so I say uncouthly 
Less than I mean, and more than you require. 

Or if the distance widens on some days. 

And I am for the moment swift of tongue, 

A sudden sword will stop me on the phrase. 

And every sentence after be unstrung. 

Or if I once again am well contained. 

And cool, as though I grew in watered ground. 

The green with which my branches have been veined 
Runs red, and I am rooted in the sound 

Of blooming under earth, and blowing cold. 
There is no single way it can be told. 
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XVII 


Never to be renewed or to increase. 

And never to be changed from what it was: 
The love that was the maker of this lease 
Was love-upon-first-sight, whom all the laws 
Of happiness obey, and kingdoms coming 
Choose to be the glory of their thrones. 

He is the oldest love, he is the humming 
Of these incessant bees among my bones; 

He is the senses’ king; my youngest thought 
He molds before I know it has been born; 

He is the flesh’s despot; the inwrought. 

Deep joy; or in my side the sudden thorn. 

Oh, strange that on that day I was so strong. 
Bearing him all at once; and now so long! 


xviii 

This book declares my love is a condition. 
Determined in the tissue; but it lies. 

I banish the impertinent physician; 

I must refuse to credit one so wise. 

Or if there must be fables, let them tell 
Of wounds that were inflicted from the flank; 
How once we faced each other, and there fell 
Swift arrows out of nothing, and they drank 
My blood, and put a poison in its ■ place; 

My courage, and refilled me with desire; 
How then the tincture spread, till into grace 
I stumbled, and the punishment of fire— 
Unending, for no heart in all that heaven 
Recovers from a wound the god has given. 
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xix 

These things I say, no one of them can reach 
The roundness of the sphere that is your truth. 

They are but lonely segments, they beseech 
Environment and complement. Time’s tooth 
Devours even while I write; though did it starve, 

I still would stand too far from either pole. 

Had I eternity, I could but carve 
Inscriptions that were partial to the whole. 

Not even all together would declare 

This roundness, that more swift than words can follow. 

Grows, until the mind is thin as air. 

And what is most compendious most hollow. 

Better that I should cease, and so re-enter 
Love’s little room, revolving at the center. 


xx 

Not pride it was that made me say so much 
Bearing on my own mind in these, your songs. 
Intended for your praise, they did but touch 
Idea, where your beauty best belongs. 

And straightway thought was active, bringing proof. 
Here in my heart’s possession, of your power. 
These but effects; the cause remains aloof; 

There is no certain entrance to the tower. 

If any gate were open I would climb. 

Life-long, and reach your verity at last; 

And sing— Oh, I can hear the happy rhyme 
Break upward, I can see the overcast 

Part swiftly, and can lose the final sound. 

Alas! I never heard it from this ground. 
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My only need—you ask me, and I tell you— 

Is that henceforth forever you exist. 

You are not mine; I may not ever bell you 
Like an owned animal for night and mist. 

My only need, whatever darkness take me. 

Whatever tears close now my separate eyes. 

Is that you live, and let the knowledge make me 
Immortal as the day that never dies— 

That, swift and even, turns into the sun. 

As turns the after-shadow down to death. 

Let neither then my night, my day be done; 

Let them both swing in silence, with no breath 
To call you from the distances you keep. 

Would they were little; would that my love could sleep. 


Growing a Little Older 

Growing a little older is suddenly 
Standing a little still; 

Then forward again, with something learned 
Of the slow skill 
Of skies. 

Where motion dies. 

Growing a little older is holding 
One day a question back; 

Then letting it go, with something seen 
Of the faint crack 
To crawl 

Twixt nothing and all. 
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Growing a little older is hiding 
Shivers of sudden fear; 

Then letting them work, with something guessed 
Of the deep spear 
Of joy. 

That too will destroy. 


Wfiy, Lord 

Why, Lord, must something in us 
Yearly die? 

And our most true remembrance of it 
Lie? 

Until the pure forgetting 
By and by. 

Why then must something other 
Come and grow? 

Renewing us for nothing, save the 
Slow 

Upbuilding of this bed 
Of needles, so. 

Why is the soil not bitter 
Where we stand? 

Whose, Lord, upon our roots 
The sweetening hand? 

For so it is: we love 
No shallower land. 
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W it 

Wit is the only wall 
Between us and the dark. 

Wit is perpetual daybreak 
And skylark 

Springing off the unshaken stone 
Of man’s blood and the mind’s bone. 

Wit is the only breath 
That keeps our eyelids warm. 
Facing the driven ice 
Of an old storm 

That blows as ever it has blown 
Against imperishable stone. 

Wit is the lighted house 
Of our triumphant talk. 

Where only weakly comes now 
The slow walk 

Of outer creatures past the stone, 
Moving in a tongueless moan. 


Praise 

Praise is no crust of snow 
That fell long since and formed. 

And now one day will enter the shut earth: 
Stale wine, and warmed. 

Praise is directest rain 
That comes when it is needed: 

Cool in its newness, and descending where 
Desire has seeded. 
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Praise is merest water-. 

Nothing, but enough. 

Nor makes it any choice of how it feeds 
Smooth ground or rough. 

Praise falls on both alike. 

And is at once beloved. 

There is no good that is not prospered then; 
Nor evil proved. 


Pity 

Pity is a naked sin. 

And a stripped weakness. 

It does not wear the long clothes. 
The proud clothes of meekness. 

Pity drops as suddenly. 

And is as frightening. 

Entering the white breast. 

As streaked lightning. 

Pity comes, pity goes 
With a great rudeness. 

Having not anything to do 
With love or goodness. 
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The Tower 


The greater world is water. 

The lesser world is land. 

Out of moving vastness 
Promontories stand. 

Out of undulation 
Heaves the firm sand. 

The flood of moments, flowing. 
Bears desire away; 

Returning unto wideness 
Distributable clay. 

But not the hill of reason. 

The mind’s high play. 

The greater world is water; 

This little world is rock. 
Beneath it subterranean 
Sinews interlock; 

And round it, silent, silent. 
Wheels the invisible flock. 


Return to Ritual 

The mother of life indulges all our wandering 
Down the lone paths that narrow into peace. 
She knows too well the gradual discovery 
And the slow turning round until we cease: 
Resolved upon the wide road once again 
Whose dust hangs over day and mantles men. 
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Here is the drumming phalanx, here is the multitude; 
Listen, and let us watch them over the stile. 

We that remember clean moss ways and the tamaracks. 
Let us be timorous now and shudder awhile. 

We shall be early enough, no matter when. 

Mother of dust, O mother of dust and men. 

How time passes, here by the wall of eternity! 

Even so soon we summon her; we are prepared. 
Already these feet are lifting in a wild sympathy; 
Who can remember the cool of a day unshared? 
Mother of marches, mother, receive us then. 

Listen! The dust is humming a song to the men. 


Another Music 

The harmony of morning, and a thrush’s 
Throat among the sleep-deserted boughs; 
Expiring mists that murmur all the day 
Of a clear dusk, with music at the close; 

Wind harp, rain song, night madrigal and round: 
There is no word melodious as those. 

Rage of the viol whose deep and shady room 
Is sounded to a tempest by the strings; 

Sweet keys depressed, swift rise upon a note 
Whence all the narrow soul of music hangs; 
The lifted flute, the reed, and horns agreeing: 
Words in the wake of these are scrannel gongs. 

In them another music, half of sound 
And half of something taciturn between; 

In them another ringing, not for ears. 

Not loud; but in the chambers of a brain 
Are bells that clap an answer when the words 
Move orderly, with truth among the train. 
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This Amber Sunstream 

This amber sunstream, with an hour to live. 
Flows carelessly, and does not save itself; 

Nor recognizes any entered room— 

This room; nor hears the clock upon a shelf. 
Declaring the lone hour; for where it goes 
All space in a great silence ever flows. 

No living man may know it till this hour, 
When the clear sunstream, thickening to amber. 
Moves like a sea, and the sunk hulls of houses 
Let it come slowly through, as divers clamber. 
Feeling for gold. So now into this room 
Peer the large eyes, unopen to their doom. 

Another hour and nothing will be here. 

Even upon themselves the eyes will close. 

Nor will this bulk, withdrawing, die outdoors 
In night, that from another silence flows. 

No living man in any western room 
But sits at amber sunset round a tomb. 


Time and Wafer 

The humped back of the beaver, and the four 
Curved teeth that bring the poplar splashing down— 
There in the lake it lies, and the silver branches 
Turn, in the day, in the night, to a watery brown— 
The upthrust and pond-dividing whiskers 
Say that the world is wet, and seasons drown. 
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Swimming in darkness, nearing his willow dam. 
Pausing before he climbs to the dripping sticks. 

He is eternally far from hills and deserts. 

Roads, and the odorous barns, and the drying ricks; 
The beaver is only credulous of meadows 
A rising river enters and moistly licks. 

Diving in darkness, down to the lily roots. 

Turning and paddling off and rising slow. 

The beaver descends again and finds his burrow. 
Rises again and is home, and he says: I know. 
Water is endless, time is an undulation. 

Water is all there is, and seasons flow. 


Memorial 

If nothing else let this poor paper say, 
Outwhitening time and those subduing voices. 
How once a black-eyed doctor drove away. 

After she died, behind his dappled horses. 

This shall not be memorial for her. 

Nor him, the black-eyed man, nor for the dappled 
Shadow upon two breasts; but as they were 
That morning, let each word of them be tripled. 

Within a room she lay, and they were going— 
The bright defeated man and those long faces 
Slanted upon the wind—and time was snowing 
Forgetfulness already, as he uses. 

And still he would, had not this paper power. 
Holding the four together, to remember. 

These hungry hooves will not outstep the hour. 
Nor the dark eyes come ever home to slumber. 
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Going Home 


His thought of it was like a button pressed. 

Far away the figures started going; 

A silver watch ticked in a sleepy vest. 

And on the porch an apron string was blowing. 

His thought again was like a fly-wheel cranked. 
And circular machinery set gliding. 

The little town turned truly, as the banked 
Brown houses followed in and out of hiding. 

His travel, once he went, was like the troop 
Of farmers in an autumn to the fair. 

All year the field was flat, but now the coop 
Of turkeys and the horses would be there; 

People moving everywhere and nodding. 

Little boys with birds and yellow whips; 

A person at a counter would be wadding 
Rifles, and the girls would hold their hips. 

His coming near was like the soft arrival 
Of gods around a thing that they have made; 
And will again forget; but long survival 
Saves it, once again the trance is laid. 


The Story-Teller 

He talked, and as he talked 
Wallpaper came alive; 
Suddenly ghosts walked. 
And four doors were five; 
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Calendars ran backward. 
And maps had mouths; 
Ships went tackward 
In a great drowse; 

Trains climbed trees. 

And soon dripped down 
Like honey of bees 
On the cold brick town. 


He had wakened a worm 
In the world’s brain. 

And nothing stood firm 
Until day again. 


The Philanderer 

It was the very innocence of love; 

Though words were whispered that have toppled walls 
And taken sleeping lives, he was a dove 
Nesting in little gables, whither his calls 
Brought momentary mates to share the dim, 

Sweet dawn along the eaves, and strut with him. 


The nearness of the morning was what saved him. 
He never would have dared the naked night; 

And they were such as never would have braved him 
In the true dark. It was a pretty fright, 

A flutter of alarm beside a door; 

Then the sun came, and there was nothing more. 
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It was delicious doom to be suspended 
Thus between having and not having them. 
What never had begun was never ended. 
Save that some tried a deeper stratagem 
And flew to him at midnight. Then he ran. 
Lest now he be possessed as proper man. 

He ran, and they were glad that it was so. 

It was their doom to play at the surrender. 
Having themselves again, they still could go 
Remembering the eyes of this pretender; 
Leaving a lonely portion of them there. 
Under the soft eaves beyond the stair. 


The Monument 

Swift cruelties to children are a pyramid 
Built of soft stones that harden under time. 

They were not quarried, they were not shapened craftily. 
They were unconscious then of granite or lime. 

They were not planned at all. But they have altitude; 
They are too high for memory to climb. 

When memory is merciless, and labors. 

Gaining the topmost cube, and lingers there, 

The view is of an undivided wasteland 
Down from the breather’s height through darkened air; 
Nothing familiar now except the still voice 
Bidding him measure deserts if he dare. 
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Better the climb untaken, and the guilt 
Forgotten, could the mind go clear around. 
But the long way is endless, and the stones 
Are numberless; immovable the mound. 

It is our own memorial, and stands 
In front of us wherever we are bound. 


Simple Beast 

With rope, knife, gun, brass knucks, and bloody laws 
Earth everywhere is noisy; not with paws 
Of leopards silent, not with saber-toothed 
Long tigers paced all year upon and smoothed. 
That was the age of hunger, when the taken 
Fourfoot with a moment’s dread was shaken; 

Then the slow-closing eyes; then over stones 
Time’s scattering of the picked, the cleanly bones. 
This is the age of anger, when the hail 
Beats corn and rose alike, and leaves a trail 
More sluttish that it tells man’s appetite. 

This is the age of gluttony and spite. 

With lash and bomb, blue fire and bayonet 

Earth everywhere is littered. Earth is wet 

With blood not drained for drinking, earth is loud 

With sounds not made for hearing, earth is plowed 

By steel that will not reap it. Earth is least 

Like what earth was when beast was simple beast. 


There Is No Language 

There is no language that the heart learns wholly. 
One thing it fails at, though it deeply tries. 

It cannot ask a question; it is only 
Skilful in surrenders and replies. 
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Most eagerly it answers, and most softly 
It gives the needy asker surest proof. 

But when itself is doubtful comes the dumbness. 
What most is meant remains the most aloof. 

The heart is never childlike, though it stammers. 
And half the words it weeps for are refused. 

The ancient one can do no more than answer; 

It cannot beg, as once the young one used. 


Always Evening 

You eyes, forever west of afternoon. 

And, oh, you setting-sun-descended hair. 
Make every day of absence die more soon 
Than minutes, that it may be evening there 
Forever, shadeless eyes. 

Wherein all distance dies. 

Forever be the hour that is the end. 

The hour that blackens daytime and the grass. 
O eyes, it is the moment when you send 
Hither most heat, as through a burning-glass; 
Hither excessive light. 

Love’s lie against the night. 

Be always spicy evening, my love’s mind. 
Contracting to yourself the deaths of roses. 
Gather into an instant every kind 
Of fragrance that the waste of time encloses. 
Letting the long world shrink 
Into one drop; and drink. 
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Here Then He Lay 


In Memoriam 
C.L.V.D. 
1857-1933 


Where mild men gathered he was half at home. 
Though none of him was there in hostile guise. 
Yet even then the swifter half went on; 

And still it goes, and still the curving skies 
Contain the soundless footfalls of a man 
Whose moving part our obsequies outran. 


Here then he lay, and stationary flowers 
Were like the words of good men come to see: 
All pure, all nodding whiteness; final proof 
Of wonder—save the last, the far degree. 
Already, while the compliments uncurled. 

He gathered with the dark ones of the world; 


Came noiseless up, and shed the afternoon 
Like a thin shoe behind him; so he stands 
Eternally in twilight, and the rest 
Acknowledge nothing alien in his hands. 

That hour by hour acknowledge nothing there 
Save the full dusk and the sufficient air. 


It was the eyes that brought him; so he stays 
Despite the something different in his walk. 

Round, round he moves among them, and each one 
Is different: more the panther, more the hawk. 
More the slow-treading dove; yet no disguise 
May alter their unburiable eyes. 
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Both sun and shade are in them, pair by pair. 

Both everlasting day and boundless dark. 

This is the field to which the few have come; 

These are the visions death could never mark. 
There was no way to deepen such a gaze 
Save with this dusk, abstracted from all days. 

There now his feet fall silently, and now 
He is both old and young, his hope the same; 
Ranging the mild world, sowing it with pride. 

And leaving not a meadow of it tame; 

Praising all men that have the quenchless eye; 

Yet loving the unlustred who will die. 

We praised him for the kindness of his talk. 

And a meek heart mortality had kissed. 

We might have sung the justice of a glance 
Wherein not even littleness was missed. 

Then, then we should have added his desire 
For the great few and the unburning fire. 

We told a tale of charity, and hands 
Long practiced in the banishment of pain. 

We knew his mind’s ambition, and his tongue’s 
Swift temper, and his wisdom to refrain. 

We should have known how nothing held him back 
From the great dusk and from the trodden track. 

He treads it now, and he is never tired. 

There where he goes, intensity is ease. 

No strict requirement but of old was met; 

The world at last is single that he sees. 

All one, the world is round him that he saw 
When he looked past us, innocent of awe. 
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The Last Look 


Axle Song 

That any thing should be— 

Place, time, earth, error— 

And a round eye in man to see: 
That was the terror. 

And a true mind to try 
Cube, sphere, deep, short, and long: 
That was the burden of the sky’s 
Hoarse axle song. 
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Improbable the stoat. 

The mouse, toad, worm, wolf, tiger; 
Unthinkable the stallion’s trot. 
Behemoth’s swagger. 

Unspeakable; yet worse— 

Name, look, feel, memory, and number: 
Man there with his perverse 
Power not to slumber. 

Let things created sleep: 

Rock, beast, rain, sand, and sliding river. 
So growled the earth’s revolving heap; 
And will forever. 


The Ecstasy 

For he so loved the world today 
That he fell down like dead, and lay. 

His left arm dangled at the sofa’s side. 

Smiling inanely. 

You would have said he searched the rug 
For signature of pin, of bug, 

Of sunbeam. But the silence of his eyesight: 
That explained him. 

That was the symptom: nothing seen. 

Yet a whole world washed dark and clean 
By his acceptance—oh, a mile away 
Horses were grateful; 

Curveted, and clipped the ground 
While here, relaxing from all sound. 

He let the mohair heft him: light as wheatstraw. 
Harvested lately. 
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No Faith 


What held the bones together? Not belief. 

Not anything he could probe, no ligament god. 
Why was the world so one for him yet many. 

So woman and yet so speechless? Then the odd. 

The furtive, ashamed security. We wondered. 

But there was no faith in him that sang or thundered. 

There was no understanding in this man 

Of his own simplest secret: of the way 

Earth’s air kept warm for him, and how there shone 

Always another light outdoors of day. 

He would have chosen darkness; he denied 
What was so strange, so palpable, inside; 

He said he could be unhappy. But we knew. 

There was this sweet continuum, this flesh; 

There were these bones, articulated so: 

A web they were, with music up the mesh, 

A frame of hidden wires too deep for tone, 

A skeleton wholeness, humming to him alone. 

He must have heard the harmony, but he swore 
Time talked to him in separated sounds. 

He took them as they came and loved them singly: 
Each one, he parried, perfect within its bounds. 

As for the burden’s end, the tune’s direction — 

He smiled; he was content with disconnection. 

Yet who could smile and mean it? Who could rest. 
As this man did, midway the million things? 

Who else could be serene at truth’s circumference 
When only the known center of it sings? 

Who else but he?—submissive to each part 
Till it became the all, the homeless heart. 
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The Good Fates 


I see the dun, low western house, 

I see the propless porch, 

I see the grass and cherry-leaves 
That a June sun would scorch; 

While flies buzzed through the broken screen— 
I hear one in the room, 

I hear one settle on the plush 
Past the piano’s gloom. 

Then silence in this forward part; 

But there are doors and doors. 

And deviously the clatter comes 
Of middle summer’s chores; 

Of deep pots simmering on the fire. 

Of strainers dropping juice; 

Of knives; though most of all I hear 
Three tongues upon the loose: 

My aunt and her warm daughters there. 

My cousins, whom I stand 
Long years away and listen to 
Across a changing land. 

There is no sound has sung to me 
Since then so rich a song; 

So reticent of injury. 

And yet so laughing strong; 

So stopless; for the afternoon 
Hangs high above us; waits 
While their lost voices hum to me 
Across these seven States; 
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Hum busily above the pans. 
Unconscious how I hear 
What he and she and Charlie did 
In that fine cherry year. 


The Cometist 

When the last freight, dusk-musical, had gone. 
Groaning along the dark rails to St. Louis, 

When the warm night, complete across the cornfields. 
Said there was nothing now, no motion left. 

No possible sound, we heard him: 

Rocked on the silent porch and heard the low notes 

Leave on their level errand like the last sound 
Ever to be man-blown about the earth. 

Like the last man this sentry of the switches 
Blew, and the mournful notes, transcending cinders. 
Floated above the corn leaves: 

Floated above the silks, until arriving. 

Arriving, they invaded our warm darkness. 

Deep in the still veranda, and we laughed: 

"Why, there he is, that pitiful lone devil; 

There is the Frisco nightingale again. 

There is our mocking-bird-man”— 

Laughed, and said these things, and went to bed. 

And slept; but there are nights now when I waken. 
After these years, and all these miles away. 

When I sit up and listen for the last sound 
Man will have made alive; and doubt a little 
Whether we should have laughed; 

Whether we should have pitied that poor soul. 
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You were too sure of being there forever. 

And I too soon was leaving to be wise. 

Not that his horn had wisdom; but at nighttime 
Man has a need of man, and he was there. 
Always; the horn was there 
Always; and joy, I think, was why we laughed. 

And slept; for there is many an hour of drearness. 
Many an hour unloud with lips or brass. 

When I lie still and listen for the last note 
Ever some lung has blown; and am self-envious. 
Thinking I once could laugh; 

Thinking I once could pity that poor soul. 


Animal-Worship 

Once on this ancient plain there fell the shade 
Of a great loping hare who hid the sun; 

Who darkened the high sky; and has not made 
Another unearthly visit since that one. 

Even that day is dead; no solemn eyes 

Remain of those that watched him down the North; 

Or those that feasted yearly, Indian wise. 

On the small furless copies he sent forth: 

The timorous rabbits, ancient on this plain. 

Who now no more bring messages of cold; 

Sons of the great mild hare whose dozing brain 
At the world’s upper edge grows dimly old. 

In a sunk nest of snow he lies and dreams; 

Down a grey depth he slumbers, long from here; 
While the plowed plain forgets him, and the teams 
Trample, and fatherless rabbits shake with fear 
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No longer does their blood remember time. 

No longer do they feel their far descent; 

As the loud valley crows cry out and climb, 
Sky-highward, where the one great raven went, 


So long ago, so darkly through these hills. 

That the last man is buried who was told; 

That the last wing is mildewed, and the bills 
Of once deep-knowing birds are green with mould. 


So the loud western crow wings flap and lift. 
And sagely now the beaks consider corn; 

But none of them remembers here the swift 
Vast body whence their images were born. 


Past a blue mountain, westernmost of all. 

He floats among the mist-pools, round and round; 
And meeting the Hawk, floats on; no feathers fall; 
For they go by, those gods, without a sound. 


There is no beast or bird too delicate now 
For man’s vain understanding; no shod feet 
Veer shyly from their pathways; no heads bow 
Benignly when a man and serpent meet. 


No creature upon four paws, in field or wood. 

By rivers or by runways, stares and wins: 

His muteness meaning wisdom, and his hood 
Some heraldry of old where birth begins. 

Where truth, where secret might, where sun and moon. 
Where song and words of song, and what to pray. 

There was a time when foxes set the tune; 

And tigers; but it is another day. 
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It is the beasts* oblivion, when they run 
Uncounted unto cover; when they shrink. 

Denying their tall origin; when one 
Trots lonely in the dew that he will drink; 

When two by two they wander, with no word 
Between them of the Hawk, the burrowed Hare; 
The Raven, or the Bullock, or the herd 
Of tempest-laughing Stallions, or the Bear. 

One only of earth’s animals is proud; 

One only of its movers can be still. 

Man only sits at rest and sees the crowd 
File curving by, deflective to his will; 

Sits on and sees, with nothing spread above. 

No weird ancestral wing, no hovering mane; 

Sits loftily, too certain of self-love 
Ever to see a world upon the wane: 

His world and theirs, the strangers whom he knows 
Forgetfully, from their own selves disguised. 

Man is time’s fool, who withers the wild rose 
Of that young day when gods were recognized. 


The Last Look 

The great eyes died around this room; 

Died everywhere; no matter what wall’s blankness. 
He printed a pair of circles on it; filled 
All four of them; surviving with a rankness 

Terrible now to us, the livers-on; 

The more so that we loved him for his quiet. 

He was a man most delicate: not loud 

Like this, like these round eyes; like this gaunt riot 
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Of spent, unsmiling gazes; for at the last. 

Trying to smile farewell to us, he could not. 

So it appeared that day, I mean. We now 
Think otherwise. He looked at us and would not. 

Why? But if we knew this, we had known 
The other man, the man before the illness. 

Now that he is a stranger—studying back. 

We were unjust, loving him for his stillness. 

That was the least of him. The great eyes prove it. 
Lingering on these walls, and hanging fire 
With the same truth we buried in the box— 
Subdued then to the sermon and the choir. 

Yet louder; for the concert here of walls 
Is music’s self, the sound of someone staring 
Utterly, at all things, till they spoke. 

This man alone was capable of sharing 

Ultimate name and number. This is where— 

Yes, this is where he lay, and where the ceiling 
Said his last word for him; and where his eyes 
Still wander past us, listening and feeling. 


Private Worship 

She lay there in the stone folds of his life 
Like a blue flower in granite. This he knew; 

And knew how now inextricably the petals 
Clung to the rock; recessed beyond his hand-thrust; 
More deeply in, past more forgotten windings 
Than his rude tongue could utter, praising her. 
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He praised her with his eyes, beholding oddly 
Not what another saw, but what she added. 
Thinning today and shattering with a slow smile. 

To the small flower within, to the saved secret. 

She was not his to have; except that something. 
Always like petals falling, entered him. 

She was not his to keep—except the brightness. 
Flowing from her, that lived in him like dew; 

And the kind flesh he could remember touching. 
And the unconscious lips, and both her eyes: 

These lay in him like leaves, beyond the last turn 
Breathing the rocky darkness till it bloomed. 

It was not large, this chamber of the blue flower. 
Nor could the scent escape; nor the least color 
Ebb from that place and stain the outer stone. 
Nothing upon his grey sides told the fable. 

Nothing of love or lightness, nothing of song; 
Nothing of her at all. Yet he could fancy— 

Oh, he could feel where petals spread their softness. 
Gathered from windfalls of her when she smiled; 
Growing some days, he thought, as if to burst him— 
Oh, he could see the split halves, and the torn flower 
Fluttering in sudden sun; and see the great stain— 
Oh, he could see what tears had done to stone. 


W inter Tryst 

When the Atlantic upsloped itself 
Like roofs of higher and higher houses. 
To the great ridge, the foaming shelf 
Whereon no dolphin ever browses; 
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When the wild grey broke into white. 

And ships rose endward, crushing mountains; 

When it was thus, and icy light 
Poured up from phosphorescent fountains: 

When it was thus, at winter’s crest, 

A vessel arrived; and the annual ocean, 

Faithfully setting her down in the west. 

Repented awhile of its furious motion; 

Subsided; but only until that prow 

Was pointed again, and a passenger, waving. 

Wept in the channel, reminded now 
Of eleven months, and the duty of braving 

A spring and a summer, and longer fall 
Till the month of the year that was set for returning; 
Then the grey slopes; and the port, and the tall 
Still lover—O time! O bitter adjourning! 

When the Atlantic upheaved its whole 
And the bottomless world dared keels to try it: 

Then was the season; this poor soul 
Only that month kept longing quiet. 

Only that month: most difficult. 

Most dark. Most loveless, and most unable. 

Yet it was hers. And time’s result 
Is love’s most fair, most speechless fable. 


The Letter 

You will not doubt I loved her 
You are too wise, and know 
Too well that love is little. 

Too well that love is low. 
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Or may be. Mine was groundward. 
Confession is content. 

How could there be idea 
Where all was accident? 

I mean I loved her forearm 
Just as it lay to see. 

What she was least aware of 
Is what she was to me. 

I mean there was a tired way 
Her ankles crossed the floor. 

And there were sleep and sweetness 
In the slant cape she wore. 

I mean that I remember. 

Now she is gone awhile. 

Nothing about her forehead 
Save that the hair could smile; 

Nothing about her bosom 
Save that it could be still; 

Her very breath was patient. 
Climbing that slender hill. 

Intelligent her waist was. 

As though both heart and brain 
Lived there along with silence. 
And with them love had lain 

So long ago I learned it 
Almost too late, I fear. 

At least I do remember 
These things, and you must hear. 
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The Whisperer 


Be extra careful by this door. 

No least, least sound, she said. 

It is my brother Oliver’s, 

And he would strike you dead. 

Come on. It is the top step now. 

And carpet all the way. 

But wide enough for only one. 

Unless you carry me. 

I love your face as hot as this. 

Put me down, though, and creep. 

My father! He would strangle you, 

I think, like any sheep. 

Now take me up again, again; 

We’re at the landing post. 

You hear her saying Hush, and Hush? 
It is my mother’s ghost. 

She would have loved you, loving me. 
She had a voice as fine— 

I love you more for such a kiss. 

And here is mine, is mine. 

And one for her— Oh, quick, the door! 
I cannot bear it so. 

The vestibule, and out; for now 
Who passes that would know? 

Here we could stand all night and let 
Strange people smile and stare. 

But you must go, and I must lie 
Alone up there, up there. 
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Remember? But I understand. 
More with a kiss is said. 

And do not mind it if I cry. 
Passing my mother’s bed. 


Proper Clay 

Their little room grew light with cries; 
He woke and heard them thread the dark. 
He woke and felt them like the rays 
Of some unlawful dawn at work: 

Some random sunrise, lost and small. 

That found the room’s heart, vein by vein. 
But she was whispering to the wall. 

And he must see what she had seen. 

He asked her gently, and she wept. 

“Oh, I have dreamed the ancient dream. 
My time was on me, and I slept; 

And I grew greater than I am; 

“And lay like dead; but when I lived. 
Three winged midwives wrapped the child. 
It was a god that I had loved. 

It was a hero I had held. 

“Stretch out your mortal hands, I beg. 

Say common sentences to me. 

Lie cold and still, that I may brag 
How close I am to proper clay. 

"Let this within me hear the truth. 

Speak loud to it.” He stopped her lips. 

He smoothed the covers over both. 

It was a dream perhaps, perhaps. 
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Yet why this radiance round the room. 
And why this trembling at her waist? 
And then he smiled. It was the same 
Undoubted flesh that he had kissed; 

She lay unchanged from what she was. 
She cried as ever woman cried. 

Yet why this light along his brows? 
And whence the music no one made? 


The Bundle 

He was too tightly bound— 

The faggots pressed like one together— 
For the bright wire to be unwound 
And he be loosened to the weather. 

There was a kind of day. 

The air almost dissolving bones. 

When he could wish the knot away. 
And he distributed like stones: 

Keeping their hardness still. 

So they be scattered soft apart; 

Space between them like a hill. 

And time discovering his heart. 

There was a kind of eye— 

His children’s, tethered at the rim— 

Oh, he could even wish to die 
If death could make them free of him. 

Oh, he could be dispersed. 

And the lean sticks grow fat with ease. 
But he was fearful of the worst— 

And panic then was his disease— 
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Lest the first break be last: 

The wire a serpent in the air; 

Fragments of him flying past; 

Then all at once a nothing there. 

Many the milder ways. 

He scoured the world and counted, so. 

But not for him the vagrant gaze 
And the light-minded letting go. 

Not for him the field— 

Though he could watch across the wall— 
Where the bones danced, and children wheeled. 
And songs ascended at nightfall. 


The Invasion 

Know thy good self, he said. 

But if it be 

Permissible, physician. 

Know not me. 

You have been swift enough. 

And tramped as far 
Already as to my sentries: 

Sons of war. 

Know thyself and them: 

Count up those fears; 

Lead off those joys—lifelong 
My prisoners. 

My dwarves of thought, fair slaves 
By me deformed. 

Then rest; there is a room 
Not to be stormed. 
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I shall breed other watchers 
For the walls. 

Take these and march. Minute 
Be their footfalls. 


The Runaways 

Upon a summer Sunday: sweet the sound 
Of noon’s high warmness flowing to the ground; 

Upon a summer Sunday: wide the song 
Of strengthless wings that bore the sky along; 

Upon a summer Sunday: strange the power. 
Inaudible, that opened every flower; 

. On Sunday, in the summer, through the white 
Mid-world they wandered, meditating flight. 

With every boundary melted, still they ran. 

Still looked for where the end of earth began; 

Still truant; but, dissolving far ahead. 

The edge of day as effortlessly fled. 

As innocently distanced all they were 
Of quick-eared dog and fat philosopher. 

On Sunday, in the summer, down a field. 
Leader and led, alternately they wheeled 

Till the great grass possessed them, and the sky 
No longer was a map to measure by; 
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Till round and round they floated, lost and small. 
Like butterflies that afterward will fall 

But now between the great sky and the ground, 
Sun-tethered, dance all morning meadow-bound. 

Upon a summer Sunday, when the light 
Of perfect noon was everywhere and white— 

Pure death of place and color—then the pair 
Grew sudden-silent, hungry for home’s air; 

Paused, turned; remembered shadows in a yard; 
And had again their own high wall and hard. 


The Little Doctor 

The little doctor with the black 
Ambitious eyes had giant horses; 

High the reins and loud the splash 
Along those muddy country courses. 

Black the harness, black the eyes. 

And black the phaeton’s new fringes. 
Dappled, though, the necks and flanks. 
And foaming white the fetlocks’ plunges— 

On and on, a winter’s day; 

Warm the sudden south-wind thawing; 

On and on the doctor watched 
Rut after rut with water flowing; 

Guided the eight, the silver feet 
Proud into pools; and heard the utter 
Puddle and plash; received the sound 
Most deep, most eloquent to flatter; 
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Loosened the reins, allowed the hocks 
Through flooded grooves to speak his greatness; 
Whence the black ambitious eyes 
Saw now in everything a fitness; 

Saw the hide of dappled rumps. 

How it cross-wrinkled with the straining; 

How the great backs forward sloped; 

How in the manes the wind was moaning. 

Yet the straps outsang the wind. 

And yet the hoof-spray drowned the grasses. 

So in that lost, that country time 
The little doctor ever presses. 

On and on, a dateless day, 

Down sunken roads where death has prospered. 
Black-eyed breezes still can blow, 

And private glories still be whispered. 


Old Landscape 

There was some kind of safety in the feathery 
Forest rising leftward from the lake— 

The lake no more a mirror, and the shadows 
Deepened in a frame of time, of dust. 

Of slumber—there was safety in the ageless 
Trees a hand once painted, plume by plume. 

Across the tarnished waters, on a level 
Waste, a blackened lawn, the castle towered. 
Its windows morning-darkened, like an ogre’s 
Eyes that have been dreamless year on year; 
Its moat no longer glittering, and the country 
Carts all mired with time, the fetlocks fouled 


. 109 • 



But there was safety leftward, by a faded 
Bridge that in the foreground leapt the stream— 
The stream no longer lustrous where the timbers 
Fell on it like shadows. There his eye 
Found comfort, and his feet imagined movement. 
And he entered, and he mounted toward the grove. 

And there was safety for him in the shaggy 
Ceiling of dusk leaves, of lofty down 
A brush had swiftly painted—thinking only 
Of sloped masses, maybe; yet the hand 
Might well have fancied feathers, and the under 
Breast of what great nameless brooding bird. 

So anyhow for him, who now in safety 
Glided through the silence, and who heard 
Soft beatings overhead as of a heartstroke 
Muffled from the world, and from the carters 
Struggling at the moat, and from the lake 
Whose poisoned waters glittered under change. 


Young Woman at a Window 

Who so valiant to decide? 

Who so prompt and proper-active? 

Yet each muscle in her brain 
Relaxes now; is unrestrictive; 

Lets her lean upon this dark 
November night wind; lets it work— 

Oh, lets it ask her if she thinks. 

Oh, lets it whisper if she knows 
How much of time is like a stream 
Down which her headless body flows; 
How many answers, proudly made. 

Will be like minnows overlaid 
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With inch on inch of glossy black. 

With depth on depth of sliding water; 

Lets it dare her to predict 

Those floods of silence coming later; 

Till she melts, and leaning long 
Is only conscious of wind'Song. 

Who so valorous of voice? 

Who so staunch upon the ground? 

But wind-and'water-song at work 
Stops both her ears against the sound 
Of someone here she used to know; 

Of someone saying: It is so. 

She leans and loses every word. 

Her loudest wisdom well is gone. 

But still the current of the night 
Comes with its foaming on and on; 

Pours round the sill; dissolves the hands; 
And still the dreamless body stands. 


Night’s End 

Young man of many sorrows, do you know 
How narrow the sweet night is, and how soon 
This hemisphere above you will be split. 

Letting light in, the monster; letting clear waves 
Shatter the scented cloud? Do you, the feaster. 
Know the great air as tasteless on the tongue? 

You cannot measure smallness; you believe 
Still in the darkened stature, you are rounded 
Still with all color’s thickness, you can count 
More sorrows than the night was numbered for. 
You groan. But what of sunrise, and the white time 
Coming? What of the voice lost round the sky? 
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Do not so much as listen to me asking. 

Keep to your little dome, whereof the sound grows 
Nightly: throat and dusky metal joined. 

Keep to your little darkness, where the rose thorns 
Pierce the rich heart of odor, and the eye 
Is opened upon soft shapes, and sorrows flow. 

Never look up, anticipating night’s end. 

So near the limit is, so low the ceiling. 

Almost a glance would lift you. Or the mind would. 
Let it keep home awhile, and miss the high 
Wide-swinging waves, the coolness, the great clearness. 
They are another joy, not spread for now. 

Through the great oneness over you—so high there. 

So far, so all around, that even earth shrinks. 

Even the world is one dropped poppy seed— 

Through the glass-white immensity go flashing 
Ages of light criss cross; the soundless beacons 
Wheel, and the great air sparkles, blind with time. 

Young man of the dense sorrows, you will rise there; 
You will cast off, delectable, this load. 

You will be wind and sky-ray, you will thin there 
To the pure beam, transparent, self-denied. 

Yet will your tongue not taste; nor will that presence 
Sing in your ears, like this one, all day long. 


Young Blood 

After so many blushes. 

And stoppings at the heart. 
How it recovers—rushes— 
Stings every part— 

And pauses; for these lovers 
Are sluggish movers. 
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Experiment of fingers. 

Faint breathing in and out— 
Enough of something lingers 
Lest passion doubt; 

And flames; for in these children 
Is flint and cauldron. 

Yet there is time for burning. 

And many an ashen place. 

Let them be; they are learning 
Fear’s courteous face. 

Perceive. The hands of these lovers 
Are delicate rovers. 


This Is the Boy 

This is the boy that rode nine hundred 
Miles. And did the porter. 

Bowing to you, feign and find you 
Seventeen or older? 

Was there a lady down the aisle 
Looked up and smiled; decided 
It were a pity if a child— 

So were you then invaded? 

Or was the double seat and bag; 

The narrow glass, the bell; 

The polished berth above you—boy. 
Were these your own and all? 

Whence if you turned a quiet head 
You saw the country spin. 

Nearby more swift, far off more slow. 
And humorless horses run? 
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Whence if you leaned you saw the pillows 
Propped in a slumbrous row? 

And the shut eyes? And did you shiver. 
Suddenly? And sway. 

Ecstatic, lonely, on the plush. 

To such a rhythm, rising. 

As only flange and rail produce. 

Past copying, past praising? 

Exploring forward, did you pause 
In the loud gale and clank 
Of vestibules? And spell the names— 
Plum Valley, Onderdonck, 

Septentrion, Minervaville, 

Darius—did you walk 

Through Glendon to the dining car? 

And did you careless take 

That leather seat, high, single there. 

And blink in silvershine 

As now the sun poured in to please 

The veteran of the train? 


Noisy China 

The forty acre oatfield. 

The hedge fence, the raincrow. 
The silence—the boy said: 
Sound, sound? it lies so 
Forever, sweet and dead; 
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Forever with its head down. 

Sleepily and sidewise. 

Cheek upon the warm grain. 
Dreamily, and dove’s cries 
Never leave a stain; 

Never may corrupt this. 

The silence, the sweet sun. 

The low breath—the boy leaned. 
Guarding his horizon 
Against the loud fiend. 

Half around the bent world. 

Even then, in Peking, 

Even then a boy said: 

Sound? it is a fierce wing 
Forever overhead; 

Another wing, a thousand more, 

A swift flock—the quills whirr. 

The feathers beat, and gabble falls 
Like droppings where the dews were. 
Like hail along the walls. 

Sound? it is a cracked voice; 

The pigeon men will never die: 

The starlings, ravens, jackdaws. 

The little maid that used to lie— 
What is she now but crow’s caws? 


Spectral Boy 

I told you I would come, he said, 

I told you with these very eyes. 

Be not ashamed. The grave is deep. 
And terror in it dies. 
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If in these circles that you see 
There is the old, the child’s alarm. 

It does not live to startle you. 

Or work the pulse’s harm. 

It was not gathered underground. 

It was not freed upon a day. 

Except that something might come home 
Of the whipped soul, and stay. 

Except the fever, all is here. 

My deathless part, my fear, returns. 

Be not ashamed. The grave is cold. 
Nothing in it burns. 

I have not suffered since I died. 

Though I have lain with eyes as round 
As when you fixed them; but enlarged. 
Some days, from lack of sound. 

And so there fell to me an hour 
Of utter quiet; then I rose. 

And am revisiting old Time, 

Before his close. 

Was I not washed and buried well? 

Why this desire, why this research 
For time and wrath? Be still, I beg! 

What now? This twitch and lurch— 

You would escape me, but I swear 
I was not sent to punish you. 

I came alone, that fear might form 
Once more on me like dew. 

No longer groan and hide your hands. 
This thing I seek is chill and sweet. 

Be not ashamed. The grave is pure. 

No horror now. No heat. 
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Boy Dressing 


There lies the shoe, picked up a minute past 

And dropped when something struck him, and he paused. 

Eye-rigid, fixing daylight on the door: 

Thin daylight, that a careless clock has caused 

And windows have conspired with. So his hands. 
Conscious of nothing leather, float to work 
At buttons on his breast, and at the tie— 

He fumbles round it; finishes with a jerk; 

Stops dead again, his hair in timeless tangles. 

Obedient to a moment that will end— 

Bang! Doors downstairs have doomed it. But the shoe. 
Remembering, his back begins to bend. 

His knee comes up, his fingers at the instep 
Play with the knotted laces. Leave him there. 

Be tolerant of trances. For he feeds 
On time, and drinks the milk of mother air. 


Like Son 

Your stillness here at evening, with the shade 
Wide up and both your hands beneath your head— 
I see. It is the same as when I lay. 

Just so, and watched the window-people tread: 

Our neighbors, at their little squares of glass 
Come suddenly to eye, then off again; 

Extinguished in the frame until that boy. 

That watcher, worked his magic on them then: 
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Stared, hummed, and brought the dressing gown, the sleeve. 
Brought folded arms and faces, brought the smile. 

But not for him. For no one. This he knew. 

And knows it now with you a whispering while. 

See? Neither of us here can be imagined. 

They stand as if alone; and how they seem 
Is how the planets find them: row on row. 

Night-blown, and candle-brief as in a dream. 


Two of You 

I know you after sixty years; 

They have not changed, she said: 
Those incombustible black stones 
High in your ashen head; 

Those coals that, as our passion blew. 
Outlasted my poor dread. 

Those eyes that I so lowly feared 
For their unstopping gaze— 

I may not fancy even now 
That on my snow it stays; 

This level whiteness of my life; 

These warm, forgotten ways. 

I have come back to look at you, 

I have come back to find 
The incorruptible straight stalk. 

The rod within the rind. 

And I can wonder if time erred. 
Proving so rigid-kind. 
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He has made two of you, I say. 

Does either of them hear? 

That dark one rising inwardly? 

This other one—this sere. 

This whiter one that snows have singed. 
Piling the faggot year? 

But not the first, the ageless man. 

I see him where he stands. 

Stiff prisoner inside the glass. 

Contented with smooth hands; 
Condemned, erect, and total-deaf 
To the sweet run of sands. 

From the swift song of change, my love. 
You long ago were locked; 

A young man in an old man’s hide. 

And both of them are mocked; 

Unless you listened, one of you. 

When my crisp knuckles knocked. 


Bailey’s Hands 

The right one that he gave me— 
I could have shut my eyes 
And heard all seventy summers 
Rasping at their scythes. 

The left one that he lifted. 
Tightening his hat— 

I could have seen the cut groves 
Lie fallen, green and flat; 
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Or seen a row of handles. 
Ash-white and knuckle-worn, 
Run back as far as boyhood 
And the first field of thorn: 

The two-edged axe and sickle. 
The pick, the bar, the spade. 

The adze, and the long shovel— 
Their heads in order laid. 

Extending many an autumn 
And whitening into bone. 

As if the past were marching. 
Stone after stone. 

So by his hands’ old hardness. 
And the slow way. they waved, 

I understood the story: 
Snath-written, helve-engraved. 


No Ghosts 

The sorrows of this old woman taper 
And come to a pitiless, come to a sharpened 
Unbearable point. Her dead, her lost ones, 

Susan and Jasper—oh, she has harkened 
Many a midnight, many a morning. 

Many a moon’s hour, when the darkened 

Barnway and goatshed dropped blue shadows— 
Oh, she has watched, this woman has listened. 
But neither of those two dead and gone ones 
Ever will haunt her. Oh, she has fastened 
Shutters and windows, and nailed the doors. 
And then she has combed her hair, and hastened 
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And jumped in bed, in the middle chamber 
Safest from thieves. But not from spirits. 

For they are wilful, and one that flouts them 
Never is certain. Down from garrets. 

Up from cellars, or through some crack 
They may come anyway, like ferrets. 

Growing to something great and slender— 
A friendly son, a pale-haired daughter— 
Growing for hours. But, oh, not Susan, 

Oh, not Jasper. They besought her 
Never and never to forget. 

But time runs by like clearest water. 

Cloudless, childless, and she moans 
Because of all her deathly losses 
This one, this one must be last; 

Because of all night’s ancient uses 
This one, this one long is withered. 

So she wipes three kitchen glasses, 

And she sets them by her bed 
For three to drink if throats be dry; 

Half believes herself asleep; 

Never opens hand or eye; 

Prepares to tremble. But the twain 
Are too considerate still, and shy. 


The End 

I sing of ghosts and people under ground. 

Or if they live, absented from green sound. 
Not that I dote on death or being still; 

But what men would is seldom what they will. 
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And there is farthest meaning in an end 
Past the wild power of any word to mend. 

The telltale stalk, and silence at the close. 

Is most that may be read of man or rose. 

Death is our outline, and a stillness seals 
Even the living heart that loudest feels. 

I am in love with joy, but find it wrapped 
In a queer earth, at languages unapt; 

With shadows sprinkled over, and no mind 
To speak for them and prove they are designed. 
I sing of men and shadows, and the light 
That none the less shines under them by night. 
Then lest I be dog enemy of day, 

I add old women talking by the way; 

And, not to grow insensible to noise. 

Add gossip girls and western-throated boys. 
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„ America’s Mythology 
»»»»»»»»»»»»»» 


Porch God 

And there is one with somewhat pointed ears 
And new-moon-whitened eyes, and a thin grin; 
Which, widening, is witness that he steers 
The rocker talk of wives and takes it in. 

All afternoon, past the wisteria sprays. 

He listens while they tip and tilt and fan: 

Their minds the turning mill from which a haze 
Of dust drifts over goddess, maid, and man. 
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It is die dust delights him, thickening so 
The air on which his memory travels back 
To the first courtship, and a lofty row 
Of eyelids arching high for the attack. 

It is the past arrives for him; or now. 

With sunset gone and midnight in the vine. 

It is the clockless moment when his brow 
Deep-wrinkles while young secret fingers twine 

And two warm heads come closer. Not a word. 
No thought of ear-tips here, or sickle smile. 

It only was eternity that stirred; 

Only a leather cheek that winced awhile. 


Strange Town God 

He is the one that meets us where the first 
Small houses, dark and poor, lead into light; 

And tells us how the features, best and worst. 

Make something like a face in country night. 

He is the only townsman who would know. 

For the lean rest it is familiar chaos. 

His love is older; is a breath to blow 

Strict lines from curb to roof till patterns stay us: 

Till pausing by the dusk hotel, we count 
Street lamps, store fronts, red jail; and farther on. 

The first white house again, where the maples mount 
That high east hill our road goes up—has gone 

Each night like this since who knows when? Who’ll say? 
The sprawled god never answers in his pride. 

The question is enough. And shows the way 
To hot hamburgers, coffee, and thin fried. 
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Cherry Leaf God 


A dark sky, the wind waiting; 

Ladders motionless, and heels 

Of pickers vanishing, house-high, among the leaves; 

Pails dangled, cherries dropping; 

Twigs snapped; and there a limb 

Bent low to breaking as a boy, too bold, forgets. 

So seems it from the ground; so goes it 
Here in the long grass whither he. 

Never descending, peers between the green, the red: 

The hanging leaves, the dripping hearts 
He flutters while he swings beyond— 

Huge picker, yet he lies, more light than robin’s leg; 

Lies; leans over Johnny there; 

Swings over Nell; and topmost now. 

Swings up and out, heigh ho, as seven pickers climb. 


Compass God 

Which way this forest faces; 

How sharp we angled there; 
When the wind struck us, came it 
Slantwise or square? 

At home now is it certain— 

The hay door—perfect west? 
Our cousin in the spare room: 
Will he rest? 
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He said he had it backwards: 

Due south for simple north: 
Turned full around, no matter 
How he went forth. 

There is a tall one watches 
And pities our poor eyes: 

Except that some are knowing; 
Are needle-wise; 

Were eastward set when Phosphor 
Whitened the oldest dawn; 

And are the eyes he blesses. 

In babe or fawn. 


Posy God 

Wherever a still apron. 

Free of the stove awhile. 

Descends among the rising 
Sweet Williams, and a smile 

Inhabits all the sunstrip 
Betwixt woodshed and wall; 

And then the rapid fingers; 

And then the beetle’s fall; 

Wherever posy fringes 
Keep time and darkness back: 
Beyond the pump, the smokehouse. 
Hotel or railroad track; 

Wherever white and purple 
Bring a brown hand to swing. 

There is a hooded watcher. 

Higher than hawk’s wing. 
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Who folds his arms and listens. 
Shady in morning shine. 

To what he can remember 
Of hum and bee whine 

When flowery land was larger: 
The center brilliant too; 

All daisied, and all buzzing 
Betwixt sun-up and dew. 


Wheel God 

Amazement never leaves him. 
If gods can be surprised: 

The ponderous swift stillness; 
Center realized; 

The whirling yet the slumber; 
Circumference in act. 

It is the only plaything 
Primeval meadows lacked. 

The sun and moon for circles, 
A turning arm for spoke; 

And lily leaves; but never 
This lightness at a stroke: 

This over, round, and over. 
This oneness till it stops; 

Then hub and ray and felloe. 
Distinct—whereat he drops. 

Distracted, by the mover. 

The man with patient hands; 
And begs another going. 

And barters forty lands. 
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Burial God 


He is in love with patient death 
That comes up here so slow and often. 
Belling the mourners past the pine 
Whose boughs are music to a coffin. 

Set it down now, here is the place. 
And let a man’s words bury man. 

But there are two, kind death and he. 
Can say what sound nor silence can. 

Among the many they declare 
How none so upright but will come 
The slow way also, through the gate 
And underneath the needles’ hum; 

Up in sunshine, then the halt. 

And then these two that no one hears: 

Man is everlasting grass 

Whose every fall renews its spears; 

In this box a single blade 
Descends to darkness, nor will rise; 
And wind is rippling through the rest; 
And day is on them shadow-wise. 


Music God 

He does not hear the struck string. 
The stretched voice, the blown brass. 
The sudden start, the sweet run 
Of notes are not for him, alas. 
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Then what the measure, what the pitch. 
Whereof he is acknowledged lord? 
What the laws for less than sound. 

And whose the silence whence a chord? 

He will not answer save with eyes 
That feed on distance all the while; 
With more of pleasure here than there. 
But most at some remembered mile 

Too far for count, or so we say 
Who cannot number save with ears; 
Who cannot stand with him and see 
Triangles perfect after years: 

From grove to grove the singing base. 
Then on to where two rivers cry; 

Or so we say of three clear tones 
That in eternal quiet lie. 
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The Seven Sleepers 
»»»»»»»»»»»»»» 


Our Lady Peace 

How far is it to peace, the piper sighed. 

The solitary, sweating as he paused. 

Asphalt the noon; the ravens, terrified. 

Fled carrion thunder that percussion caused. 

The envelope of earth was powder loud; 
The taut wings shivered, driven at the sun. 
The piper put his pipe away and bowed. 
Not here, he said. I hunt the love-cool one. 
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The dancer with the clipped hair. Where is she? 
We shook our heads, parting for him to pass. 

Our lady was of no such trim degree, 

And none of us had seen her face, alas. 

She was the very ridges we must scale. 

Securing the rough top. And how she smiled 
Was how our strength would issue. Not to fail 
Was having her, gigantic, undefiled. 

For homely goddess, big as the world that burned. 
Grandmother and taskmistress, field and town. 
We let the stranger go; but when we turned 
Our lady lived, fierce in each other’s frown. 


The Single Hero 

This man kept courage when the map of fear 
Was continents, was paleness to the poles. 
Was Jupiter milk-white, was Venus burning. 
The very stones lay liquid with despair. 

And the firm earth was bottomless. This man 

Could walk upon that water; nay, he stamped 
Till the drops graveled, till a sound returned 
Of pillars underheel, of granite growing. 

This man, alone on seas, was not afraid. 

So continents came back. So color widened: 

Bands upon blankness. So the other men. 

The millions, lifted feet and let them down; 
And the soil held. So courage’s cartographer. 
Having his globe again, restored each mass. 
Each meadow. And grasshoppers sang to him. 
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Christmas, 1941 


The millions at this solstice 
Who cannot see the long. 

The white days coming: 

To them no song 

Except the death of others. 

By bullet or by ice. 

In dark Malayan waters 
Or where the North Sea mice 

Eat hawsers, and a howling 
Wind from pole to pole 
Brings minute word of bleeding. 
Of the surrendered soul; 

Of agony that nothing 
Is song enough to soothe 
Except of million others 
The strong death news. 


Invincible 

Rain, that wets powder. 

Slows axles. 

Blinds bombers. 

Gurgles in grass roots too, and clover; 
Steadies the knees 
Of flowers, of trees 
That soon will surround 
A burst battleground. 
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Rain, that delays 
Far meetings. 

Fierce onsets. 

Thickens the old hide, doubles the armor 

Of earth, that will bleed 

No more than it need 

When man the newcomer 

Seizes his summer. 

Rain all the while 
Stores noiseless 
Provisions; 

Tangles the meadows, jungles the woodlots; 
Mixes a meal 
Of rust for steel; 

Is quartermaster 
Against disaster. 


The Little Wars 

The million little wars 
Of peace: the sharpened word. 
All night the grassy rustle. 

All afternoon, absurd. 

The games, the leather shouting. 
The white lines to cross; 

All over earth the tinkle 
Of silver win and loss: 

The billion little battles 
Of peace are like a sea. 

Are like a field that ripples; 

And so it still would be. 
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Save for the one, the War, 

The hawk wing that reaches. 
Suddenly, and stops 
Bravest breath; and teaches 

No one now to move. 

No one here to mar 

The death peace, the waiting 

On one, the overwar 

That would not have us glisten. 
That loathes the little waves. 
The trillion, the green trembling 
Peace returns and saves. 


Matins 

Where do wars go in the night? 

How can strong pain disappear? 

The fiend that swims unseen in us 
Slips to what cave, the torturer? 

Biding the hour of sweet sunrise 
When we are tempted—ah, but he starts. 
He stings us then, as into bliss 
Of an old time we think we wake. 

Of an old day before this devil. 

Finned in our depths, was parasite. 

So in his darkness he resumes; 

And morning at our face is mocked. 


• 135 • 



Schooltime 


How difficult to leam that sweet warm land 
Can lie in danger, the deep sleep of laws 
Be death itself should enemies rip through: 

Should the mad foe, fantastic to our myth. 

Come soon, before we fear him. It is cold. 

Knowing; it can shake us to remember 
That what we have was once not had, that time 
Broods upon plunder. This was ours; and dreamed. 
As we did, that a year would never end. 

A bitter scent, the solstice. It is hard. 

Hearing the wind as human. To defend 
Everything, how monstrous; taking more 
Than blood to do it, more than seventh sons. 

Than weeping. It requires the going home 
To history, and the will to understand: 

Nothing is not watched, no acre dozes 
But a wild eye is on it. Where we dance. 

Death was; and will again be if too slow 
The lesson. Ring us in then to our rage. 


The Unknown Army 

We are the civil fathers, the poor necessary 
Clerks of a fair world great death besieges. 

Close and far the danger; ships and houses 
Equally expect ambush; the foe’s line 
Is not one thread, is fabric: a cold cap 
That tightens. And the young ones have departed. 
In companies destructive, daring fate 
To find them, they are deepest in the net 
To rend it; and they will, and the free skull. 
Warm again, should praise their blood forever. 
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We have not gone, nor may we; except darkly 
In dreams—oh, then we bitterly deploy. 

We venture; and arrive at the most difficult 
Crossways, where the frost is quickest formed 
On heroes. Which anonymous we are. 

In nightmares—oh, the cursing in those thickets 
When with no moon we come; only with heated 
Hatred, searching midnight for a nerve 
To sever in the arm that weaves this skeleton 
Cloth, this whited silence, this green country’s 
Shroud that in our sleep we shear away. 


April, 1942 

How terrible their trust, the little leaves. 

The odorless, uncurling into love. 

The warm day round them, careless if they curl. 
It is not there for them; the great clock swings 
Regardless, and the circle kissing sun 
Sucks its own pleasure, ruthless, noons away. 

Yet now they thrust their spirals into air 
As into lacy morning, into April’s 
Charity that hath no aftercold. 

No cunning to deceive. So thin the gift. 

So thoughtless. What caresses is the same 
As leads me forth this fiftieth light spring. 

This never to be doubted, this wide open 
Wanness like a waking out of sleep: 

Pure sleep, on nothing solid; for the beams 
Are houseless, and the heaven I arise in 
Had no hands to build it; not an angle 
Shows, or mark of pressure; nothing nailed. 
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The leaves and I put forth a fiftieth life. 

Blinking with infant pleasure at old winds 
That weaken to our play; at piles of sun 
That topple on us, downy; at no danger 
Anywhere, except that bliss can die 
From innocence too absolute for fear. 

So ours will end; the tips that reach and trust. 

My half-shut eyes in lazy April, May, 

Face a far cold; the other side of time 
Wrinkles, and black edges form like frost 
On the known circle, turning; soon and sure 
Some month will shape its mockery; then fall. 

Yet that’s not it. That is not why my spring 
Is nipped already, even as I smile. 

For them the natural death, set slow in change; 

Mine murdered in the morning: a heart stopped 
Even before it capers. I remember 
No such May as this that men prepare. 

It is the month of powder. Rage’s blueprint 
Mocks the soft green and scaffolds the free sky. 

The dome is ribbed with rumors: a tall skeleton 
Rears, insulting vacancy. Offensives 
Rafter our thought, that misses one more childhood. 
The pastures are all closed, and noon comes down. 

To wish a May December, and war done. 

With victory, and buds another year, 

Is nevertheless to batten hungry Death, 

Who more than flesh devours. He feeds on thinnest 
Things: on freedom’s fragrance over a wall; 

And takes this bitterest bite out of our time. 
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The Middle Creature 


Man is the one most caught 
Between not knowing and knowing: 
Neither a beast today 
Nor archangel tomorrow. 

Man has most need of order 
Lest he be nothing now; 

So builds to the farthest future; 

Yet least is lord of the years. 

No more than a mole he hears 
Time coming; and yet he must. 

He is most fierce, believing. 

Most musical in trust. 

Most melancholy, honoring 
The blackamoor, the change 
That taps at each foundation; 

That topples all the plan. 


Is Now 

Eternity is not to be pursued. 

Run, and it shortens; arrive, and it is shut: 
Forward or backward, nothing but the folds 
Of time; that you will tighten, fumbling them. 

Eternity is only to be entered 
Standing. It is everywhere and still. 

Slow, and it opens: stop, and it is whole 
As love about your head, that rests and sees. 
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Eternity is now or not at all: 

Waited for, a wisp: remembered, shadows. 
Eternity is solid as the sun: 

As present; as familiar; as immense. 


No Such Power 

Authority is instant as a light 
That breaks, it is as soon as any sound 
Arriving, it is needle quick, nor quiet 
Past the sweet voices saying Sir, I will. 
Obedience is honey that old bees. 

Storing for such a moment, had kept still 
In sweetness; so it opens cell by cell 
Its summer, and announces the pure gift: 
Agreement. It is sweet, the mind says. 

To take truth for master; no such power 
Was anywhere till now, when all is seen. 
Heard, tasted, when the sharpness enters in. 
The shapeliness, the terror, and sweet voices 
Tame it with their murmur of I will. 


Most Difficult 

“The laws that if I love them set me free. 

Father, are they lovable?” "No tyrant 

Made them.” “You are none?” “Except for power. 

And more of that than any man supposes.” 

“More than a tyrant’s?” "Yes.” "Then how to love 
What threatens us?” "I do not threaten, son, 

I promise; and invite you to look long 
At all that shows. It is a part of me.” 
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“All the seen world?” “The least of it that stands 
Is law, and does not change; I do not change.” 
“But there is more.” "Myself.” “Whom not to fear 
Is punishment?” “Whom not to love is death.” 

"By scimitar?” "By ceasing. I remain. 

I am.” “And I can be?” “Consult the shown. 
Believe in the unshown.” "Thus tyrants speak.” 
“And I.” “It is most difficult.” “It is.” 


Irony 

Whether this knignt was mad no fool will know. 
The slipper was not found. The centuries blow 
Black dust above the bones of one whose best 
Man’s heart there is no legend to attest. 

Fine the tale that tells it: brings the prince 
Clairvoyant, and the judge who will convince 
Time’s jury; brings the student to the stone 
And reads it. Happy issue. But the groan 
Never to be delivered: there is glory. 

Nor is it dark, nor is it transitory. 

Untellable, it gleams in rocky places 

That the night knows, and dreams upon the faces. 

Weary of words, that wisdom calls her few. 

It is the oldest music, and most true. 


Materialist 

Who is more idiot noble 
Than he the burning man 
Who disbelieves the fever. 
And proves it not his own? 


• 141 • 



If heat disfigures foreheads. 

It is a general fire: 

So, as the atoms redden. 

He dampens them the more; 

Scattering into grayness. 

As old as any world. 

The very sparks that loved him 
Before his nature quarreled. 

And loves him still for madness 
That makes him run and cry 
Against the flame’s illusion. 
Lighting him to flee. 


How We Shine 

Why does it jog so slowly, the one rumor 
No idiot doubts, no sage of us denies: 

Death’s hand is last? The newest breathing infant; 
After so many autumns, after such toil. 

Will be tucked in with him who at this moment 
Clutches at sleep and has it; nor will the linen 
Live: the wood, the feathers; dust is king. 

Is carpenter, and builds an invisible bed. 

Why is it none believes? For I do not. 

The rumor limps unfed from house to house. 
Fantastically poor: the last relation. 

And least when he arrives. We send him on 
To others, and continue at our wealth. 

Our brilliance, hoarding every coin of thought 
Save this one: boxes rust, and forehead bones 
Powder in wind after enough of years. 
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How so much ignorance of what we know 
If man knows anything? And does he then? 

One says it is our essence that we serve. 

Our nature: something timeless that our accidents 
Anchor in good gravel so that sun 
Can dance upon the deck and dry the sails 
Eternity had mildewed. Some say heaven. 

With a god mind for mirror. Some, alas. 


Say nothing, it is nothing; what will hymn 
Our virtue, and record our coolest strength. 

Is what preserves an echo when no wave 
Survives of the clapped sound; the cliffless earth 
Were ivory smooth, they say, to one so tall 
He held it whole, contemplative, in hand. 

And that is how death holds it: nothing better 
Than a poor ball he juggles up the void. 


It does not matter, maybe, how we shine: 
For deity, or lest Idea drowse; 

Or if it must be, nothing. We do brighten 
Bravely. Inward, outward, is the beam 
Defined, and not a soul but has received it 
Sweetly: O, how suddenly in children 
Comes the tart taste, decisive, a uniqueness 
Honoring each name that will be lost. 


For name, taste, tune are lost: peculiar gold 
We treasure, in a skeleton whose cracks 
Will let all mystery whistle through and out. 
Some day, though now we secretly exult. 
Counting its numbers, magic to our solitude. 
Potent unto seventy springs of pride. 

We do not move the less because we know 
That stillness: even a rib shall be dissolved. 
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A socket be a circle that no finger 
Traces: mathematical to blood. 

But who now sees himself as one invisible 
That day? Who is determined in his love, 

His duty, by a measurement of mist? 

No man. Wherefore the wonder. What we know 
We conquer, half in courage and half blind. 

How beautiful, how blessed, both the ways. 


The Double Life 

Unnamed and named, two men in me. 
Mankind and Jack, the root, the rose. 
Something unseen, something awhile 
Here, thorned and pungent, rash to the wind. 
Then there, then where: two men in one. 
Nicknamed and nameless, twine together. 

Each for himself, yet one is two 
When scent is servant to understanding. 

Each for the other; and so the old one 
Honors the young one, brief, unique. 

How would the world know either was here 
Except for an image doomed to go? 

How could it say whence came this red 
Except for the dark unheard idea? 

Body and soul, particular both. 

Depend in terror each on each; 

So wave as one in double pride: 

Myself, and he that never died. 
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Felix 


As far as eye or tongue, as far as odor’s 
Fame, as far as, desperate, the breath 
Can hollo, jumping hurdles of defeat, 

I send it, my unkillable, my simple 
Hope that no one taught me. Whence it fell 
No darkest star has stated; why on me 
Is secret still, and suns for all I know 
Lick hidden fields to find me; but I stand 
Confessed and never lose it. Even now. 

As far as polar bears, as far as huts 
Of tealeaves, as the Amazon’s old mouth. 

As tombs of rotten emperors and spicy 
Saints I send it blowing, my one nameless 
Joy that will come back to me, will come. 


Caritas 

Charity in him was like a lark 
That sang as he ascended, and to us; 

Was a long hindered joy that, free of itself. 
Tumbled upworld, wooing our gravity. 

Not the black ground he left, nor any ounce 
Of his own weight was grit within the song. 
Pure stream it was, and strange. For all at once. 
Arriving, it awakened our old love. 

And not for him. For us, whom we discovered 
Pleasing as we listened down the sky. 

So there is none more perfect we can name. 
Knowing ourselves in honor of his joy. 
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Silver Wedding 


In the middle of their life he risked it: 
The rough palm, and the tongue 
Possessive: You belong. 

Wild heart, to master me. 

It was dangerous, her wonder. 

Her waiting in the dark 
For change in him: for tears 
Taking it back, for beggar. 

But he kept king, and daybreak 
Brought him more than scowls 
Obedient. She had grown. 

Grim girl, into a queen. 

Who smiled. And it was strangely 
Then he wept, for time 
Wasted: mutual lightning 
Only with gray hairs. 


Down World 

No animal so flattens to the ground. 

Hiding and sliding, as clear water will: 

Its belly nowhere different from the back 
Of the sloped earth it hugs, head downward still. 

Spineless, it takes all shapes except the serpent’s 
With his neck hooped, when anger in him stares. 
Water is faceless; for it leaves its features. 
Spendthrift, on the very stone it wears. 
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Men cannot pick it up, the stubborn creeper. 
Jointless it lies, bead downward, sucking sand. 
Yet they will try; there is no older plaything 
Than gravity delayed, than banking land. 

Than the filled gulch, than levelness extended 
Till a wave backward laps, till boats can ride. 

So the dam holds. But deep at its foundation 
Heave the sunk shoulders, not to be denied. 

The sodden eyelids, weary of themselves. 

Dream of the crack to come, the pouring through; 
Then the parched bed, abrasive, and the close 
Going once again down world and true. 


Gift of Kindling 

Between the pond and brook 
A table of fern land, 

A sweet, surprising lawn 
Where two trees stand: 

Wolf maples, that were cause. 
Deep shaders, that could bring 
This miracle to pass. 

This delicate wood ring 

Whose center now is hearth; 
We laid those lichened stones; 
And many a summer night 
We picnic on the bones 

Of that old buck, the silence. 
Or of that fawn, the fear; 

We burn whatever creature 
Was immemorial here. 
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Yet with the glade’s forgiveness. 
For not a time has been 
But dry limbs, dropping. 

Have said, let smoke begin. 


Wet Year 

Six of the other kind were one too few 
If this, the dripping seventh, is alike 
Complained of. Numbers have no magic in them. 
Maiden, if you do not take this mold. 

These swollen doors for benison; black days 
For blessing. They were asked for, and are given. 

The foolish grasses, rivaling the forest: 

See how they overreach themselves, and fall 
In a green swale that dew will drown tomorrow. 
Look. The glade side of every sunless rock 
Is heavy with small mosses, smooth or curled; 

And some of them are rusting into seed. 

The meadow there was sun enough to sickle— 
That was before the flood—is high again 
As colt’s knees. Walkers in it make a music. 

Heel and toe, more heady than dark ale 
To an old ear remembering last summer; 

Or any of the six, the sunburned years. 

Not grateful when no trout dies in the brook? 

You never see them, even; mud comes down. 

Yes, daily. But the level of soaked earth 
Sinks daily, nightly; for the sponge is Ailing. 

An old foot loves it, under. Which I know 
Is nonsense to the April in your veins. 
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Bailey’s Widow 


Still there, as if the weathered house 
Were tomb and low memorial; no shaft. 

No sky thing, but a hugger of such earth 
As he with horizontal craft 
Knew webwise; we remember how he kneeled 
And studied every silver herb afield. 


Still kitchen table bound, by windows 
Wiped to keep the headstones far and clear; 

Still huge among her trinkets: catalogues, 

Gilt cards, rag balls, and cooking gear. 

She sits, the clock a goddess overhead 

Less watched than watching, like the distant dead: 

An old man under gravel, sidewise 
Peering; and she rubs the pane to see. 

Yet more that he may feel how still the cats 
Prowl round her, blinking up; how three 
Small dogs dispute the blessing of her lap; 

And how she sometimes nods to him by nap. 


Berkshire Express 

Starting gardens, whichway from the tracks. 
From the May train, look shivery this morning. 
Yet there they spread, complacent to the cool. 
And hug what they have buried: happy graves 
To the hot germs within that swell in rows. 
That steam in secret: embryo July. 
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A little further and the engine climbs. 

And all outdoors is tilted. We between 
Go barren as the first explorers went. 

Sowing but echoes. Sound is all that sleeps 
Up the cleft world; and sleeps forever, folded 
In a brown skin that June turns into green. 

But then no more than green. The buried rock 
Hides nothing but itself where under moss 
It centuries. What foison could be here? 

Nothing but surface sundered into cubes 
And rondures. Stubborn death it is, and beautiful. 
Balancing those yielders by the sea. 


The Seven Sleepers 

The liberal arts lie eastward of this shore. 
Choppy the waves at first. Then the long swells 
And the being lost. Oh, centuries of salt 
Till the surf booms again, and comes more land. 

Not even there, except that old men point 
At passes up the mountains. Over which. 

Oh, centuries of soil, with olive trees 
For twisted shade, and helicons for sound. 

Then eastward seas, boned with peninsulas. 
Then, orient, the islands; and at last. 

The cave, the seven sleepers. Who will rise 
And sing to you in numbers till you know 

White magic. Which remember. Do you hear? 
Oh, universe of sand that you must cross. 

And animal the night. But do not rest. 

The centuries are stars, and stud the way. 
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Latter Day 

( Tacitus ) 

Historian, these hills 
Mock a late race, remembering 
Tall senators at dawn 
Walking the dew ways. 

Where have they gone, the guardians? 
Emperor is thief, and matrons 
Muddy the sweet spring, selling 
Daughters for salt song. 

Legions long forgotten 
Rot by the marshes, dreaming 
Still of their brave return: 

Ah, the white city! 

Historian, you envy 
Him of the old days, scribe 
Of the first conclave, witness 
Of Jove and the moral wars. 

What if he came, that chronicler— 
Listen, tragedian—seeing 
Gold in the rubble: one 
Live soul in the cinders? 

Covetous he broods. 

Even now, in his low tomb. 

When was such tale: The single 
Saint of the forum? 
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Family Prime 


Our golden age was then, when lamp and rug 
Were one and warm, were globe against the indifferent 
Million of cold things a world contains. 

None there. A light shone inward, shutting out 
All that was not corn yellow and love young. 

Like winter bears we moved, our minds, our bodies 
Jointed to fit the roundness of a room: 

As sluggish, and as graceful, whether couch 

Or table intercepted, or if marbles 

Clicked on the floor and hunched us into play. 

How long? I do not know. Before, a blank. 

And after, all this oldness, them and me. 

With the wind slicing in from everywhere. 

And figures growing small. I may remember 
Only a month of this. Or a God’s hour. 

Yet I remember, and my father said 
He did: the moment spherical, that age 
Fixes and gilds; eternity one evening 
Perfect, such as maybe my own sons. 

And yours, will know the taste of in their time. 


Midland 

Under the great cold lakes, under the midmost 
Parallel that Lisbon too lies under— 

Vesuvius and Corinth, Ararat, 

Peking and Chosen, yellow and blue seas 
Enormous, then the redwoods, then high Denver— 
Under the wet midnorth, under cool Canada, 

Swings my own West, directionless; the temperate. 
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The tacit, the untold. There was I horn. 

There fed upon the dish of dreaming land 
That feeds upon itself, forever sunk 
From the far rim, from crust and outer taste. 
Forever lost and pleased, as circling currents 
Swim to themselves, renumbering Sargasso 
Centuries a wind brings round the world. 

There am I still, if no thought can escape 
To edges from that soft and moving center. 

That home, that floating grave of what would fly 
Yet did not: my own boyhood, meditating 
Unto no end, eternal where I was. 


Aetat 50 

Will it be more of this that century day. 

If day at all, if number, if I live. 

Will it be this and better: what I know now 
Doubled at least? I say it must, the learner 
Willing. But there is chance, and damp decay. 
And horrible dry eld. I know, I know; 

But these things too have I, sometimes unwillingly. 
Learned. Shall I rehearse them, or do all men. 
Halfway between the crying and the cracking. 
Honor with me the school a boyhood scorned? 
No matter. It is my account, beginning 
With ritual’s beauty, learned at my father’s grave. 

No apple cheeks, no pouting, but a full 
Brown figure that refuses to grow old. 

Having no age; except it is not young 
Nor tattered; it is all that sweeps between. 

As the sea does, adding its salt to raindrops. 

Then sweetening earth’s crust from shore to shore. 
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Ritual, in repetition’s colors. 

Borrowing the brown, the sometimes gray. 
Ritual, in repetition’s language. 

Borrowing that monotone, declares 

How wide it is between our woeful boundaries. 

The coming and the going; and how clear. 

Ritual, the numberer, the namer. 

Diagonals that wilderness; and where. 
Passionate, lines cross that it has graven. 

Upon that point a standing man is watch tower 
To the whole waste; as I, when music sounded 
Over my father’s goodness, seen as one. 

The beautiful full figure, life as lasting 
All of the way, intense, across a square— 

A circle, for the fierce line of the West 
Bends to the East, go tirelessly enough— 

The brown, the leather guardian, the gray 
Unkillable tall person of our wisdom: 

Him, at a death, a funeral, I witnessed 
Where he looked on, careless if I mistook. 
Younger, I would have; old, been too familiar 
With the composite eyes. Which now I carry 
Outward of mine, and pray that as I wither 
The words too, commencing, will be long. 
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J\ew roems 


The Sun Once Rose 

The sun once rose from off a watery couch. 
And soaring daylong, sank to cool again. 

The eastern, western seas were limitless. 
Worlds of deep dew, a double and old home 
Dry light was not a friend to. But he climbed. 
He curved, and he descended. So our fathers 
Fabled him, gold ornament of skies. 
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But now he never sleeps. No dark, no wet 
Receives him. Hot and high, he burns his way 
Forever round the world, whose distant oceans 
Parch him. He himself is cause of noon. 
Monotonous. The ball he sees below 
Turns the same satin side with every solstice. 
Daylong is what he lives in; and would die. 

Yet not for him the sweetness of such dusks 
As rose an hour to meet his father, falling. 
Delicate that death: a labor’s end. 

As dawn was end before it. Then day lived 
As men do, twixt eternities so soft 
That womb and grave are blessings. Or would be 
If so they lived as once the sun did, soaring. 


The Case Is New 

Good monarchs have been monarchs of themselves; 
The ruler was a thing that could be ruled. 

But rare the case, and now that princes perish. 

How will the many govern save by good? 

And how then will they look both out and in. 
Command and be commanded? For the case 
Is new, it still is new, and no man standing 
Misses in wind rumors of sour success. 

For the good king was stranger, and his crown, 

A sunborn jewel, dazzled the clearest eyes. 

He was a soul descended, and men rose 
To meet him. So they swore. That time is gone. 
With all of its grim witnesses. Another 
Comes; the many now must learn to rise 
And overflow themselves. Yet what the yeast. 

And whence, and how to keep it sweet within? 
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For centuries, forever, it must live. 

The sweet germ within; and each must bear it, 
A small seed in his heart; each be a king 
Commanded, and each able to command. 

There never was such task, there never trembled 
Such a huge world of trouble being born. 

For each separate cell must keep its smallness. 

In a good heart that nothing overgrows. 

The multitude is lesser than its members. 

But it can swell to monster if the seeds 
Within it be not sound and know their size. 

Let each enlarge with the good king for limit. 
The ruler and the ruled. Then the huge whole 
Is leavened, and long happiness appears— 

Oh, when? And by what magic will all men 
Discover friend and stranger in one room? 


Little Places 

Such power in little places: 

The petal weight a coil of jelly moves. 
And snails have conquered beaches. 
The worm, with neither horn nor bone. 
Plows acres. 

Prometheus down a cold crack: 
Rainstreams freezing, and the granite 
Splits; as smoke of sister water 
Pushes the long piston; and a copper 
Hair holds worlds. 
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The Yes all year awaited: 

Thinnest word, and yet it peoples spring 
With mighty houses, lived in; No, 
Enormous night; as when the bud bursts 
Or does not. 

Such power; with plants depending, 
Thunder, and small men, and now the spark 
Whereby a town is merry. 

The end, that neither feels nor sees. 

Thanks nothing. 


WAen the New Growth No More Is Green 

When the new growth no more is green. 

And every summer’s foliage fails. 

The horny stem, the original. 

Stands boastfully for all its ills. 

When the sweet edges of doubt go. 

Those gentle borders shy to the word. 

How arrogantly spirit speaks; 

How happy that the sound is hard. 

But at the center even then 
The dozy wood prepares to die; 

And something honeycombs the bones 
Of him that swears green truth away. 

The curled, the tentative, that lives 
Amid extremities of leaf. 

And is more firm in any wind 
Than he, original and stiff. 


• 158 • 



Death Indeed 


So close death flew that when I walked away. 

Still trembling, still stopped about the heart, 

I walked as two men, and the livelier 

Was he that had been stopped for good—yet came on 

Standing, and revisits now all places 

With someone lesser, with myself, the seen one. 

Nobody notices. Which makes me wonder. 

Had the wingbeat been final, whether death. 

And death indeed, is not the walking on. 

Just this way, of the selfsame legs and shoulders 
And the fool’s face of yesterday; yet lighted. 

And with each weakness gone. For him I see 
Is perfect in decision; him I hide 
Is errorless, is angel. And I ponder. 

After so many deaths, how full the world 
Must be of his companions; for till then. 

That day, I heard no rustle; and now even 
Nothing I do reveals him, nothing I watch 
And wince and cannot copy. It is death 
Indeed that will unfasten him, my friend 
Whom no one else can see; and someday no one. 


The Close Clan 

Even from themselves they are a secret. 

The like ones that dwell so far asunder: 

So far, and yet the same; for gold is gold 
In any earth, and thunder repeats thunder. 

They are the scattered children of what pair. 
What patient pair so long ago extinguished? 
But the flesh lives, in certain ones that wind 
And dust and simple being have distinguished. 
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Whatever these, and howsoever bom. 

They are the ones with perfect-lidded eyes. 
Quieter than time, that yet can burn. 

Can burn in rage and wonder and sunrise. 

They are the ones that least of all the people 
Know their own fewness, or the loving fear 
Such lineage commands—that ancient couple. 

And these their growth in grace’s afteryear. 

In them the world lives chiefly, as gold shines. 

As thunder runs in mountains, and hearts beat. 
They are the ones who comprehend the darkness. 
And carry it all day, and sweeten it. 


These Things 

We could not love these things in others. 
We should not love these things at all. 
In him, though, they become themselves 
As death does in vermilion fall. 

We should not be so happy, seeing. 

We should not feel so warm, under 
The pinched green, and then the great. 
The hectic bloom, disease’s wonder. 

We should not, yet the end of shade 
Surpasses June; as he is more 
God’s likeness than a hundred good ones 
Prismless at the clear core. 

The rainbow of his hottest pride 
Sits in red gold at the extremes. 
Selfishness in him is painted 
Soul. It flushes our white dreams. 
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Merriment in him, and anger— 
Forgetful, then remembering us— 
Are the autumnal teachers; are 
Man in his blaze, miraculous. 


Old Hundred 

The blacksmith did not hobble here 
To the small church, on the hard hill. 

In summer, to be told of stars; 

He came with meek and tempered will; 
He came, this hoarest of bent men. 

To hear Old Hundred sung again. 

But the young voice above the Book 
Praised Him who built the heaven’s fires; 
And the old listener grew still; 

No congregations and no choirs 
Were in the grave with him at last; 
Nothing but him and the sweet vast. 

Nothing but those he soon must lose 
If death was losing; and death was. 

He saw them, wonderful and old. 

But with no power in them to pause 
As they sailed on, as they sailed on. 

Over his unmoving mound. 


Little Servant 

Little servant with the softer voice 

Than hands among these hallways, be more loud 

In laughing when the master sits at home. 
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With the same strength that makes the silver shine. 
Shout in the dark rooms; be unafraid 
Of coming and of going; tell quick tales 
To windows, slam the doors, and on the stair. 
Little servant, sing—sing in the proud way 
Of wrens upon the ridges. For as much 
You cause a house to be, as much you owe 
The sky the pretty skill of your soft voice. 

That only need be happier to fly here, 

Fly there among the hallways—even to him. 

The master in his gloom, who thinks he wants 
All quiet, and queer shadows. But as much 
As you and the shrill wrens he wishes heaven 
For cover; and would have it if your song. 

Little servant, lifted the whole roof. 


Lady of Where She Lived 

The round old lady with the little eyes— 

Lady of where she lived, of the split shingle 
Walls, and the warped door that let four cat feet. 

Cat feet in—the white old one, she perished 
Even as planned. For where she lived she was lady. 
And the lamp knew it that she tilted over: 

Tilted, and it poured obedient flame 

Due upward till the cupboard papers caught. 

There must have been more oil in secret places. 

For the first valley warning was the last; 

The windows were too bright, then not at all 

In the one peak of red, the pyramid 

She built, this queer old queen, to shrivel under. 

The cat feet, cat feet fled among the highway 

Asters, and they never felt again 

For the gone door she must have heard them pressing 
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Till the warp freed them. They are wild now. 

As she is, but they were not sacrificed. 

She ended it alone. And lives alone 
In the one place of which she could be lady. 

The wild place of weeds; and of these clockworks. 
Melted at the hour, the little minute. 

He the lean one left her years ago. 


The Fine Plan 

The dust has long been settled that she rode, 

A goddess in a buggy, with straight back 
And blue ambitious gaze. For she was born 
In a wild moment, and at twenty was taken 
For better, worse, by husband and by pride. 

And one of them is gone, but the other lives 
As she does, thin in bed, remembering dust 
And the hot horses; and when they were home. 

The sons she would assess. For she could measure 
By no rule but her own, that rode with her, 

Superior to clouds; where now is clearness. 

And weeds that have forgotten how she sped. 

And strangers in that house. For the sons have scattered. 

Only one gaunt lady will remember 

What they were to have been, or what she was. 

Here now she lies, with one of those she wedded 
In the wild hour she fiercely lives again. 

Here now she lies, and rages and refuses 
All sixty years since that one; all poor time. 

All persons, all that tempered the fine plan. 
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Odysseus 


The broad-shouldered lord of rocky Ithaca, 

Conqueror of brine, Athene’s darling. 

Listener to song and silent weeper 

At his own name, Odysseus, loved himself 

As the gods do, nor was it blasphemy. 

The earth was in him, aching to be loved. 

What man so happy, finding a sweet spring 
Where nymphs hid and olive trees were old? 

But it was blood to blood, as when his wrath 
Sang swallow, and his bed postponed the dawn. 

The pride of his own heart was strength’s announcement; 
Being in him boasted it was good. 

The homecomer, shouting over waves 
To the one world, his island, that it stand. 

Even then was there; for all the globe 
Rejoiced in him. Insulter of its giants. 

Tamer of its sorcerers, he swam 

Forgiven—greatness in him, and home ground. 


Achilles 

He that was deer was lion; 
Fleet-footed, yet so huge 
That Hector found him terrible 
Nine years—and now. 

Here where the fig tree stopped them. 
Found no refuge. 
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He that was mother hearted— 
Thetis, under the sea— 
Robbed every mortal woman’s 
Tall son; and chilled. 

Beside the bath that waited, 
Andromache. 

He that was wrath was pity. 
Seeing another sire 
In Priam when he trembled; 
And his own doom 
To be white bones in honey. 
After hot fire. 


To Homer 

Master of ocean stream, those men you made 
Were weaker than its waves, its bitter waves 
With their deep smell of caverns never sounded. 
Out of dry land you made them, out of dust. 

Of bronze; and likened them to bees and lions. 
And the lean cranes that flew. Smaller than gods. 
Feebler than sun and thunder, less than hills 
You reared them, and you set them far away. 
Little in strength, from their dear native land. 

Yet who so strong? For miracle is in them 
Still; still their throats produce a music 
Angry and long ago; their armor walks 
As waves do, never resting; and their wills 
Keep liberty no fate would comprehend. 
Submissive to decree, they still are crowned. 
Princes of themselves, and rule all verse 
As one ruled then from Ida. What so strange, 
Master of man’s littleness, as this. 
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That still you most augment him? Still you give 
Those governed ones the glory. Sovereign men 
Through centuries since have been their subjects still; 
And wondered at you too, lord of the sea waves. 


Dante Alighieri 

As if a cabinet became alive. 

And the recesses in it, the small curios. 

Burned with an equal being, the huge world 
Let him come in; made itself little and patient; 

Lasted in shape and singing till his eye. 

His delicate ear, solved secrets and moved on. 

He wound his way in miniature, beholding 
All that can be in corners, all that can shine 
In curves a candle, intense and sudden, shows. 

But it went far and deep, that shelving place. 

Till light itself, a penitent, broke sweetly 
And swelled; and swelled again, beyond the mountain 
Whose top was tawny spring; swelled, and in bursting 
Circles blinded his thought. So he fell down 
And down. Tet not to nowhere, for the cabinet 
Kept him. As the brain holds every object. 

Ticketed, in caverns, so this world 

This man who most enlarged it; who with mouse steps 

Measured its last echo, singing little, 

Singing long of all that may be and that is. 
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To Chaucer 


Those waves of understanding that arrived 
Were the least ones. You let the long swells go 
In their own darkness on around the world 
Till they piled high and broke in afterwoe. 

For you the choppy ones the sun had wrinkled. 
They had come far too, and they still come on. 

But in you then they rested. You gave forth 
The sound they seek, of old men young at dawn; 

Of men that have forgotten nothing woeful. 

Yet at their waking smile. The world is fool 
Forever, and its tears are not to cease. 

But neither is this birdsong, high and cool. 

This answer, like your own, to those least waves 
That come with sunwarmth dappled on their crests: 
The ones unseen except by old late men 
And silly larks, up early in their nests. 


Thomas Hardy, Poet 

With older eyes than any Roman had 
In a stone hole, or Briton under barrow. 

Steadily he gazed; and bleakest worlds 
Grew warm—illicitly grew warm and moved; 

For hope in him was backward, and love narrow. 

Belief in him but squinted; God had died 
Of palsy, and mankind, alone with feeling. 

Was a poor skinless thing. Yet maids and squires, 
Ghosts, organists, and gypsies, and small clerks 
Mused in his tales, and oxen kept on kneeling. 
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It was a late hour and cold when he looked out: 
The last man that remembered country singing. 
And first to call it pitiful. Those folk 
Outstayed themselves, he said. Yet as he listened. 
Wanly, what sweet bell tongues took to swinging 


Proud Song 

Let not the mover know. 
Unmoved, the deep effect. 

The spark that sometimes leaps. 
The minnow in the flesh: 
Sudden, the very self 
Discovering to grow. 

As if a father found. 

One day, the infant plan 
Cross charactered: a strange 
Bird print upon an arm; 

So let the first of all 
In puzzlement be bound. 

Whence are we? Let him search. 
Unsure, in shaded time. 

Let memory in him 
Be startled by the mint. 

Stepped on, of hidden mind 
Outscenting the tall birch. 
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The Ancient Couple on Lu Mountain 

Into the pool of silence our tears made. 

Our secret tears when lord son went away— 

How straight his back among the willows was!— 
Into this lake of time whereon our house 
Is a small hidden island, nevertheless 
Sound falls: a single dropping of sweet words. 

With every moon, into this upland sea 
That no crane visits, for the shores are lost. 

Lord son is faithful. With each full of the moon 
A letter comes here from the capital: 

Comes dripping, dripping its clear characters 
Like raindrops, one by one, into soft water. 

No silence then. Yet afterward! yet now. 

When the moon wanes; when memory grows weaker 
Of the few musical, pure drops. How deep this pool is 
Only the dark cranes know that never come. 


He’s Coming 

He’s coming. He just called. Said he was coming. 
Maybe, right away. O southern river. 

Kiss that trestle sweetly. 

Rub that upright gently, 

And keep no train from home. 

He’s coming. Said all papers would be signed 
By Sunday. O you honeysuckle timber. 

Wrap those tulips, redbuds. 

Hold those oaks from falling 
Down on the right of way. 
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He’s coming. Said expect him. There! what music 
Rails already make, and pounded switches: 

Wheels inside the south wind. 

Where? O you the south wind. 

Keep soft and strong today. 


The Great Return 

Someday ten million Ithacas will have them; 

They will come steaming home, come banking home 
Past the big cloud the god of our suspense 
Built high above sweet springs and shingled houses. 
Someday, someday, the oceans and the air. 
Man-loud, will bear them hither in slow swarms— 
Slow, but a host will gather, and long shores 
Live with familiar feet, and inland acres 
Shudder beneath fond weight, and cars and cattle 
Caper again; the factories, the highways. 

Fields, and old hedges musical with rain crows. 
Parlors, and potato-scented kitchens. 

Be as ten million nests for homing men. 

Who as they nod and settle will remember 
Others that never flew—the jungle holds them. 

And the exploded abbey, the shrill street 
Where snipers are no more; nor comrades either. 
Sweet is the land that death too once desired. 

Sweet the acknowledged waters, the roof ridges 
That faded in a far dream or did not— 

Not now, except for these who are the world’s 
Forever as they halfway too come home. 
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After the Great Victory 

After the great victory a lonesome man 
Unwounded went listening for what had stopped. 
Not the guns merely, or spent fragmentation 
Pattering on helmets: enough for a headache; 
Remembering, he rubbed it. Not merely 
Mired rations, and men with grey mouths 
Thirstily swearing, not officers in first fear 
Whispering impossible orders; the colonel 
Shot half away and crying—old crow he was. 
Cawing in blood on the ground, old black 
Magnificent crow, tuning Italian forests. 

Not Fortresses, riveting more sky. 

Not mortars in the ravine, nor the calamitous 
Heavies, rip and boom of a last judgment. 

These, yes, but he could hear them if he tried. 
The other—was it living? Did it ever 
Live? The seventh sense he had then 
Was full of it, he knew. But nowhere now. 

Or did he listen wisely? Was the world 
Hiding its heart? He listened, lonesome warrior. 
And went crippled; not from fire but from no fire. 
No echo out of the seventh cavern, cold 
And inward evermore, a single secret 
Dead with the colonel, crying—old crow 
That shared it with him then, as danger shook 
Both faces; but the shot one looked away. 

And his last curse was music in the wood. 
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False Summer 


In the dead middle of the longest winter 
There was an hour like this one, hot and still. 

I can remember coming home by footpaths 
Whitened as these, but not with daisy frill. 

I can remember how the sun hung suddenly 
Idle as I entered by the gate; 

And flies from nowhere buzzed; and steadily, steadily 
The eave troughs dripped, as if disconsolate. 

But not so; that false summer was accepted 
With the same happiness this true one hears. 
Warmth rose, and water fell, and small musicians 
Tumbled among the ghosts of the grass’s spears. 

If it was brief, so is the longest hay month. 

When the sun dozes, dreaming that change is lost. 
Time finds it with his terrible thin fingers. 

That dice all day with honey and hoarfrost. 


Coming Home Carelessly 

Coming home carelessly. 

Nine thoughts away. 

The tenth took it in—So! 

The dog days are over. 

Sultriness never 
Survived such a green 
Last evening as lay. 

Mint strip on the hills. 
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And sliced the long summer. 
And sheared the heat’s end. 
But I came alone; so 
Eleven is yours. 


Camp Night 

A little water will put out the fire. 

But wait. A little wood will keep it breathing. 
It is a heart we started with ten sticks 
That now are nothing, like a hundred others 
Shrunk to this hectic person whose last life 
Would drain the whole cool forest if it could. 
Another handful, then, though it is late. 

So much in little, such a hungry principle: 

We are not lightly to extinguish that. 

Quiet a little longer, while it hisses 
And settles, keeping secret the sore word 
That soon enough its embers will forget. 

Our own existence, partly. A wild piece 
Of me and you we presently must drown. 


The Chickadee 

The chickadee has three short songs 
To love the world with, spring and fall; 
And winter. 

For he loves it all. 

And two of them are cherry sweet. 

But one is diligent persimmon; 

Children 

Love the last, and women. 
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And it is cheerful at the door. 

In snow, when nothing else will sing. 
But woodsmen 
Hear a different thing. 

In ragged pines, in melting March, 
Or in September’s softer prime. 

Two sounds, 

Or three, in saddest time: 

Most plaintive, as the happy heart 
Can be, pretending. So they say. 
Those men 

Alone, and look away. 


The Sparrow 


Is there no All, 

The sparrow in his small 

Domed head asked darkly of himself? 

Is there no One, 

The sparrow in his dun 

Wing coat said, hopping up the bush? 

I have heard it—No— 

But who in all this woe 

Of winter watches each of us that flies? 

Someone stands 
And claps great hands 

And smiles upon our smartness— someone does. 

Or why such pride 
In certain that have died. 

As if a witness went with them to ground? 
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Is there no Him? 

Why then these trim. 

True bodies, all asunder, all the same? 

There is—for see me now. 

The sparrow said, and flew 

Straight down, and flicked a grit of yellow up. 


A Hundred Minnows 

A hundred minnows, little-finger length. 

Own the slim pond. In sets they make 
Maneuver: all one way 

Change-minded, yet of one mind where clear water 
Clouds with their speed an instant; 

All one speed, one purpose, as they veer 
And suddenly close-circle; and some leap— 

There! at an unseen fly. 

There! at nothing at all. 

Brown minnows, darkening daily 
Since the thin time, the spring. 

Since nothingness gave birth to such small bones. 
Beat the soft water, fill 
The wet world; as one. 

Occupy movement, owning all August, 

Proud minnows. 


The Little Cities 

The little cities of New Orleans 
Where the dead lie— 

Tilted, flowering tombs inside four walls 
Quiet and high— 
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The little streets, the temples in low rows 
Where sisters sleep. 

Where fathers of old families, old bones. 

Old letters, weep: 

No sweeter wind blows anywhere today 
Than through these tufted 
Crannies in the crumbled brick, these shelves 
By slow truth shifted. 

For here the rumor of ten thousand deaths 
Is gentle, is soft; 

Is January smiling; though all woe 
Winters aloft. 


Unless 

With lovers there is language 
For everything but this: 

The creeping cat of a desire 
That springs, and will not miss 
Unless the other one awhile 
Too weary is—unless. 

Neither lover learns, alas. 
Unwritten, the cool sign: 

No jungle now, no stealthy 
Sweet fur, and whine 
Of longing; only peace. 

Peace be mine and thine. 

So when by grace appearing 
The leopards leap as one. 

Each finds the other stranger 
For what in dark is done; 

Yet dreams then of no other world. 
Secretless, like sun. 
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Down from the Waist They Are Centaurs 

The cool fall, a little out 

Then flowing down; the clean curve— 

It might be woodland water, but it is 
Dry fire: the burning secret of all men. 

The precious danger seen and yet not seen. 
Confessed when unconfessed. 

Women do not know the might 
They move in, cannot stand apart. 

Stricken, and behold this sudden thing: 

The wilderness they wade become aloud. 

Alive; the ancient animal they drag 
Breathing its full power. 

Yet slyly, for the eyes of men. 

Blasted, give their tongues a blindness. 

Maddened, seem to close. The instantaneous 
Look is all there is: bonfire of fancy. 

Dampened in a moment by forgetting; 

Or else—and then the blaze. 


Then Both Shall Be 

When icicles around the earth 
Are played upon by one long wind. 

And crickets winter in warm grass. 

Then I shall be as once I was. 

When midnight mushrooms march away 
And owls are motherly to mice. 

And there is only one great star. 

Then you will be as once you were. 
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When rocks remember being fire 
And time to come ticks on the wall, 
And truth is mirror of each man. 

Then both shall be as both have been. 


And Not My Wounds 

Tell him I was beautiful. 

Tell him I walked well; 

Tell him I was columbine. 

Brown daisy, and harebell. 

He talked of these things that I was. 
And called the world to see. 

Like one who had created them, 
Then manufactured me. 

Tell him I am stars by night. 

And stillness by noonday. 

For he must know, that left me here. 
Nothing has gone away; 

Nothing is dead or different— 

Tell him, and make sure. 

For he must understand that I 
And not my wounds endure. 


Burden of Ornament 

My darling with the single daisy. 
Porcelain, pinned in her hair. 

On other afternoons will glitter 
With earrings, silver, or a fair 
Gold brooch; that supper changes 
Into an apron, crimson, there. 
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My darling in these dolorous days 
Does all the work of courting birds; 

Or in far places, long ago. 

Of Scythian men, who to he lords 
Went forth in feathers; or of gods 
Whom still a band of glory girds. 

My darling with sweet-william nosegay. 
Artful, under slope of breast. 

Or giant buckle, set loquacious 
Over that littleness, her waist. 

My darling bears the ancient burden 
Smiling; nor doth dream of rest. 


The Wind Has Changed 

South wind, suddenly 
Cool among the curtains. 
Cunning as the dark is 
To pour indoors; 

South wind, thrusting. 
Thrusting into corners. 
Without any keenness 
Your sweet force comes. 

South wind, gentlest. 

Of night’s old changes. 

South wind, softest 
For all your power. 

South wind, south wind. 
Loosen every heart here. 
Sweeten every forehead. 

With memory of rain. 
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Sleep, Grandmother 


Sleep, grandmother, sleep. 

The rocking chair is ready to go. 

And harness bells are hung in a row 
As once you heard them 
In soft snow. 

Sleep, grandmother, sleep. 

Your sons are little and silly again; 

Your daughters are five and seven and ten; 
And he that is gone 
Was not gone then. 

Sleep, grandmother, sleep. 

The sleigh comes out of the winter woods 
And carries you all in boots and hoods 
To town for candy 
And white dress goods. 

Sleep, grandmother, sleep. 

The rocking chair is old as the floor. 

But there he nods, at the noisy door. 

For you to be dancing 
One dance more. 
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Spring ‘Birth 
»»»»»»»»»»»»»» 


I Went, 1 Saw 

I went, I saw, but will not tell. 

But cannot tell, what things were there. 
They are not here; but even so. 

There is this difference of air. 

Excitement then, like spicy smoke. 
Invisible, yet followed me. 

It curled among the corridors. 

It burned above the hills, the sea. 
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No person’s eyes that looked in mine. 
No woman’s, but a pepper scent 
Filled room and street and blowing field; 
And nosegay children came and went; 

And animals, so pure of coat 
They glistened in that sleeker sun— 
But where this was I will not tell. 

Nor things I did there—no, not one. 


Because You Go with Me 

All women are beautiful. 

All men are brave, 

Because you go with me 
This side the grave; 

Because the same shadows 
That I see and fear 
Shorten before you 
And disappear. 


All women are beautiful 
Because you are one; 

All the world’s courage— 
But I have none— 

All the day’s splendor 
Springs out of you. 

Even I, knowing it. 

Am carefree too. 
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Even I, dangling 
The sun at my side. 
Sometimes can wonder 
If those shadows lied 
That said they were longer 
Because of my doubt; 

So deep, my darling. 

You burn it out. 


My Poor Love 

Keep up your humming, west wind, and your silly 
Songs, you birds; and all you trees, half bent 
With sound, keep whispering to the grass, the ground. 

Keep noisy, world; yet leave one little crack 
For silence to slip through you, one thin cleft. 

One hollow vein that my poor love can follow. 

My poor love, it cannot cry—not loud 
It cannot, nor so sweet as those small sparrows. 
Piping, nor so warm as her eyes, weeping. 

There she waits—oh, I know where—and truly 

Listens—O my love, she truly leans 

And listens; for my silence here she listens. 

Let it go then, wind and thunder, let it 
Pass between you, songbirds, let it pierce you. 

Trees, like words upon the wing—oh, these. 
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She Lives with Me 


She lives with me and is my careless love; 
All of my faults are funny in her heart. 

All of her faults—but she has buried those; 
I cannot find them with my fondest art. 

I watch and pry, and have a name for one. 
Should it be ever proven and confessed: 
There is no dark religion in her love; 

I am not God, but a forgiven guest. 

My faults are foibles, like my very strength; 
My deepest virtue she indulges too. 

I am not terrible to see and hear; 

My work is play that curious children do. 

She lives with me and is my laughing love. 
Nor would I have it different in her mind. 
Her single sin—but it is never so. 

Nor could I wish it any sweeter kind. 


Let Me Not See 

Let me not see the one I love. 

The bright one, that so blinded me; 
The sweet one, that like sudden roses 
Filled all evening easterly. 

Let me not have those senses back 
That sleep in her, and only lack 
Knowledge of their captivity. 
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They think they are awake in me 
And working, as they did of old. 

And still they do with her away; 

Then everything is clear and cold; 

Is single, and I hear its name. 

Oh, let it never be the same 

With her whom clouds of love enfold. 

She comes, but not herself is there. 

She moves, but in a mist I make. 

Oh, let me never burn away 
All this between us, for love’s sake. 
Let my desire be even such 
As darkens most what then I touch— 
Sudden midnight, and fireflake. 


The Liquid Heart 

What if it is happening now— 

Even now—the slow drain, 

The drying, drying, drying up— 

Oh, what if even now the gods 
Go elsewhere in the joyful night? 

They lay with me, and when I rose 
They would not leave my happy side— 
Unhappy too, but oh, how sweet 
My bitterness was then, how full— 
They lived with me and were my love. 

Together we made worlds and worlds. 
By night, by day, and none was calm. 
And none, save at the center, clear. 

Not one but was our changeling child 
Whom only I must then subdue. 
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Yet now that I am master thus. 

Where do those tall companions range? 
I know, I know. The liquid heart 
They lie with there—were it my own, 

I would not for this world be wise. 


The Bird Desire 


I took my gun, 

I walked a mile. 
And shot and killed 
The bird desire. 

Still it flew. 

I shot again. 

It fell to ground. 
Desire was dead. 

What then is this 
That dips so near. 
And on not two 
But twenty wings? 

No, a hundred. 
Thousands now. 
Where shall I hide? 
Should I be proud? 

I gave a mortal 
Thing this life. 

I made a god. 

He multiplies. 
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Goddess of the Gown 


The huge world of thighs that silk and cotton 
And the smooth wool conceal—how would it he, 
O custom, if your curtain fell away 
One day, 

O custom, and it worked as waves work. 

Openly, on, on, and on. 

To the eye’s limit, to the thinking end? 

That wilderness of soft and moving monsters. 
Those riders of the plain—how would it be, 

O mythical sweet art, if you resigned. 

And the slow mind, 

O mythical sweet seamstress, quickened; 

If sleepiness in dogs and men 

Gave way to round and rolling wonder? 

The forests of them then the sun perfumed! 

Or, spicily in rooms, the overflowing— 

O hider of all that, would you return? 

We burn, 

O cunning cover, as it is, in dream. 

Could we do more—could we as much— 
Goddess, if no silk assisted? 


Hector Dead 

Andromache, when Hector fell. 
Cried out upon her fate, not his. 

He lost but this one thing, the world; 
She gained its million miseries. 
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Without him it was no more round 
And perfect, as pure death can be. 

A field of wry-shaped fragments wailed. 
Each one of them sharp-voiced as she. 

A wilderness of woes it was 
By which she measured, that long day. 
The quietness in his great throat 
That once held every dog away. 


As Time Goes On 

As time goes on, and tells us less 
And less what we have language for. 
Still we converse; that vacuum 
Is something still we must abhor. 

As mind lives on, and feeds itself 
With self, yet cannot name the taste. 
Still we conceive; there is a world 
Inside us that we may not waste. 

As joy survives despite despair. 

And yet despair declines to die. 

Still we consent; it is our lot 
To love without good reason why. 


Only for Me 

When I was twelve in that far land. 
And was in love with summer nights. 
And was in love with Linda Jane, 
Whose very name was dancing lights 
About my dark, my country bed. 
Once I dreamed that she was dead. 
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And woke; and not one window star. 
As I looked out, but wept for me. 

I looked again, and my own tears. 
Like magic lanterns, made me see 
The very eyes of Linda Jane 
Weeping everywhere like rain. 

Then the sunrise, cool and red. 

And then the new day, white and hot. 
And after that the growing up 
And the forgetting—oh, but not 
The selfless woe of one that died. 
Only for me, for me she cried. 


Homer, Sidney, Philo 

Homer, Sidney, Philo, 
Strung along the Wabash: 
Beads in the black land. 
Corn grows, but no change 
In these little towns. 

After forty springtimes 
Nothing to look out at. 
Seven miles, eight miles— 
Strangers in the blue express 
Yawn and despise them. 

So would I, certainly. 
Except that I remember 
Homer Park on hot days. 
We took the interurban. 

We kissed in the shade. 
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Sidney was our junction; 
Six trains a week there. 
We rode the dusty local— 
Opening all windows— 
Then to Detroit. 

Philo we drove through. 
Cold nights, with horses. 
Once there was a dim lamp 
Showing, and my father 
Stopped for oyster stew. 

After forty autumns. 

Only I am different. 

Here they are as always; 
They cannot remember 
Themselves as I do. 


Spring Birth 

The lord of increase, traveling with me. 

Said: “Look! There are more than you will see. 

Yet look!” And laughed, and pointed at the small 
Pigs bouncing as they ran, and at the tall 
Bewildered foals, their four legs wildly braced 
Lest the ground heave again; while kittens chased 
White butterflies, and calves, all ears and head. 
Butted and sucked as their great mothers fed. 

The lord of increase grinned. "A few of mine. 

With foster-help. But listen!” And the whine 
Of mayflies filled my ears, and far away. 

In wilderness, eggs opened unto day. 

And little serpents—were they noiseless?—slid 
Through die warm sand. Bare birds above them hid. 
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Faint-peeping, and a hornet lifted wing 
For the first time in nature—not to sting. 

But trying the blue air. “All these, and more. 
Now close your eyelids.” And the forest floor 
Padded with feet of foxes, old and young. 

As ugly owlets blinked, and beetles clung 
To ridges of last winter’s bark. "More yet?” 
But I believed him, lord of all beget. 


The Merry Trainman 

Apologetic, the old person in the black hat 
Fumbles to descend, saying: "Once I could do this faster.” 
“Can’t fool me,” fellow in the blue cap answers. "Dancing, 
Dancing—you was up all night—I know it—dancing! 

Shame on all such girls. Where’s Henry?” And the grandchild 
Jumps from the top step of the vestibule—clear down— 

And clings. "Old-timer! Well! Hello! And how is crops?” 
They both go comforted. He tilts his dusty cap. 

"Indianapolis local! Last chance this morning 

To visit the state capital and bring back home 

Some silver souvenirs. What’s that? Three quarters of a half hour 

Late? Not by the sun”—he squints—“but what if so? 

Who hurries, and who worries? Up with you, Tom Carson. 
Smoking car on the right. But I don’t recommend it. 

Board! All aboard!” And the coach, creaking among cornfields, 
Bears on the summer rails his chosen people, smiling. 

Seat by sleepy seat he ministers, this Mercury, 

This clown of the blue cloth, while overhead the high planes 
Hum, with kings in them, or queens for all he cares. 
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To Be on Trains 


To be on trains, perfection of alone: 

The one among the many that the blue cap 

Counts not, sitting in the roar 

Of such a startled stillness as the whistle— 

Where? —unmakes and makes as whirlwinds do 

Necessity of sound. To be this one 

Yet no one that the blue cap, bending, sees. 

To be nowhere but here, and yet not, yet not 
Anywhere by night, by day—which is it. 
Brother in the green seat opposite, sister 
Ahead there, swimming under time’s 
Thick water, under firmaments of—oh. 

To be and not be numbered—let it go 
Oh, anywhere, this absolute alone. 


What Fury 

What fury in the white sky 
Showing over Shepherd’s woods! 
Look! Is it a kingbird 
Or purple martin pouncing so? 

There! He almost had the duck hawk 
Down. But then he let him go. 

Courage? Would you call it that? 
Spirit, in a speck as wild 
As windy leaf, as falling flake? 

Now the updraft—see him rise 
And give it to him hard again— 
Always aiming at the eyes. 
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Wrath? Or is it even felt? 

Rage at least would have a reason. 
Where in such a little brain— 

But it is finished. There he went. 
He was only playing blazes 
In blue air. A spark, and spent. 


The Only World 

The meadow hedge hides meadowlarks 
Whose voices rise as rise the roses. 
Breaking at the top in bloom 
Of sound and scent while daytime dozes 

Dozes over wind and dust; 

Dozes over tractor roar— 

Behemoth of the middle world 
Murders music more and more. 

Yet here by hedge the hidden throat. 

The buried thorn decline the death; 
Sending bubbles up and up 
Of sweetly broken heart and breath 

Till every leaf is overlaid. 

Till every drop of air is drowned. 

And sleepy daytime dreams again 
Of its own scent, of its own sound. 

This is the only world that was; 

That will be when Behemoth dies; 

That is at all, the meadowlarks 
And roses murmur as they rise. 
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Culture of Com 

The great machines that mouse these fields 
In May, between the long, dark showers— 
How they do master and despise 
The stick, the hoe that once were ours. 

Even the coulter, tearing sod. 

Even the horses, our huge slaves— 

The red machines remember nothing. 

Man and beast are in their graves. 

And only metal that moves itself 
Goes back and forth here, biting in. 

Yet truth to say, the softened fields. 
Supine, are willing that it win. 

They lie there, those great breeding queens. 
Brown at the breast and cool of womb. 

And wait for seed; nor ever sigh 
Because no two feet, four feet come. 


The Uncle 1 W as Named For 

i 

The uncle I was named for 

Is not there now, four muddy miles 

Northwest of Wapanucka, Oklahoma. 

But I remember 1939. 

“Ask anyone in town how to get out here.” 
I had the letter, and I asked 
At the first filling station. 

"Mark Butz? Believe I seen him.” 
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“Where?” "Oh, down a ways.” 

And so I started, but was stopped almost at once 
By a fat person in loose overalls. 

“Are you Mark Butz’s nephew?” 

I didn’t need to tell him. “He’s in town. 

He’s looking for you.” "Where?” 

"Why, could be anywhere. Might try the drugstore.” 
I hardly got the screen door open. "You 
Mark Butz’s nephew?” "Yes.” “Well, he’s been here 
All day.” “Been where?” “Oh, down a piece. 

Been looking for you.” "Has he?” I disturbed 
The flies again, and started on. 

The whole town turned and looked at me. 

And waited—oh, they knew—until I came 
To the hot awning and the five old men. 

And one of them stood up. 

The tall one, that my mother named me for. 

He’s not there now, or anywhere; 

Nor has to be, as long as I 
Keep on this earth 
And can remember. 


n 

He went ahead with our own boys. 

In an old bronco car that jumped the ruts 
Or splashed in them, and laughed 
At the worse way I picked as we pursued him; 
Then suddenly turned in, uphill a little. 

To the squat, square, cement-block house 
He had replaced his cabin with. 

The log one he lived in as a bachelor. 

And that was not so long ago; he married late. 
At fifty, and he let the cabin stand 
For lumber, or for firewood, off one corner 
Of the new porch Aunt Cora waved from. 

No log was left now 
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Of the disorderly old room he had inhabited 
Forever, by our legend. A relation 
Coming, he would take his shotgun down 
And stand in the door and shoot one of his wild 
Chickens, and boil it tender in the fireplace. 

But that was then. Aunt Cora 

Waved, and this was now, and he 

Was proud of being different. "Well, get out.” 

And so we did, for supper in a varnished 
Kitchen, under a droplight. 

“Your Uncle Mark,” she said, "was a hard man 
To marry. I had to be a widow first. He wouldn’t 
Ask me in those other days. In these— 

Well, I asked him.” And his blue eyes 

Were pleased. He was my mother’s 

Brother, with the same blue eyes; and so we talked 

Of her, and Illinois; but not of the time 

His father, my grandfather, a little and old 

And angry man, disgraced him—sent him off, 

I never heard what for. He walked a mile. 

Then there was Grandma Butz, come through the oak woods 
By a short cut. She cried and gave him money. 

He didn’t know I knew. 

“Well, now!” he said, “how long can you be with us? 

You didn’t really mean it—just one night. 

After thirty years, not just one night!” 

But so it was. I think he never slept when we did. 

I looked out once, and he was reading. 

With silver glasses, upright on a cot, still in 
His underwear. He wasn’t tired. 

As we were. Or was excited. Or had sworn 
He wouldn’t miss our first peep in the morning. 

He had of course to wake us up, for pancakes. 

“I’ll go with you and put you on the good road— 

Yes, I will!” insisting. So the boys 
Climbed in with him again. Aunt Cora waved 
Her apron, and we went; and stopped 
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When he did, maybe ten slow miles away. 
Where the concrete began. Then he got out 
And looked at us. “Good-by.” 

“Good-by.” He still could be there, 
Looking. He knew it was the last time. 

He found it hard to die. Aunt Cora wrote. 


No WorJ, No Wind 

I 


What god was there 

When the slow buggy, appearing and disappearing. 
Slipped in and out of moon and maple shadows, down 
Those least of earth’s depressions, up those low. 

Those prairie rises? Eighteen miles 
From town to sleepy town, and not a lamp 
In any passing window—oh, so slowly 
Passing, as the mare’s feet 
Shuffled, and the delicate wheels 
Answered, invisible in windless 
Dust. No weather then. 

No breath of any god, no loud intelligence 
Looking. Nothing blown out of the north. 

No word. 

What understanding, nevertheless, what hidden listener 
Brooded? For the whole of that great place 
Consented—I remember it— 

Consented, and we nodded in the narrow 

Seat, and safely crawled up hills 

That were no hills, down grades that were but folded 

Ground, with gentle pockets of cool air 

Where the night sighed, considering itself. 

No rain, no sun, no sting of snow. 
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No sound of rivers, sluggish, far away among their sycamores 
In bottom land, forgotten. 

And no wind. 

What god, if nothing breathed? I might go back there. 
Maybe, and find out. But that same night 
Is not there now; 

Never again, I think, will such a stillness 
Be, and not be spoken to. 

No word, no wind—I swear it. 

Not one sign 

That the world knew we went that way at all. 

ii 

Whereas in whirling March—oh, I remember— 

Or the dog days. 

Or knee deep in the Christmas drifts 

That crusted later—all white ice 

Both ways a thousand miles to where the mountains were. 

And are, that leave that valley to itself. 

Lonesome, and vast, and unreportable— 

Or mournfully, in fall. 

When the pale corn, suffering the southwest 
Trade winds, rustled by night, by day, as if a dead sea 
Whispered, pitying the labor 
Of its own waves, interminable, intentless— 

Then what mind presided? Father 
Or mother of all those men. 

Those midland children, what lost mind 
Like theirs looked down and listened. 

Sharing it with them, that great place 
To which they both consented ? Someone did. 

And does. Or are they several, enormous, many- 

Minded, with no single 

Voice that yet can sing, that yet can say. 

As some day it may do, what meaning lies 

In the long vacancy between those silent mountains? 
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So far, not a thoughtful 
People; so far, not an articulate 
Deity, unless that world of weather 
Itself is god, is goddess, trying 
Their patience whom alternately it blasts 
And lulls to slumber 
On hot nights 

When grain but not idea grows. I might go back there. 
Maybe, and look sharp; and shall. 

Some day, and listen. There is no other 
Sky that I would rather, after these distant 
Years, see face to face. 
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Sonnets (1955) 

He Loves Me 

That God should love me is more wonderful 
Than that I so imperfectly love him. 

My reason is mortality, and dim 
Senses; his—oh, insupportable— 

Is that he sees me. Even when I pull 
Dark thoughts about my head, each vein and limb 
Delights him, though remembrance in him, grim 
With my worst crimes, should prove me horrible. 

And he has terrors that he can release. 

But when he looks he loves me; which is why 
I wonder; and my wonder must increase 
Till more of it shall slay me. Yet I live, 

I live; and he has never ceased to give 
This glance at me that sweetens the whole sky. 


Between Sunset and Dark 

What is it then that beautifies the fields 
Between sunset and dark; or soon before. 

When the last light and the long shadows pour 
So rich a stream, which overflows and builds 
Great banks of blossom ? Is it death that gilds 
Those groves, and that cut grass, outliving more 
Than daytime does, than green? Where is the shore 
Of all our world, when thus the center yields? 

Why is it then that anyone must know? 

Enough that now, midway of noon and night. 
Suddenly this is. Suddenly cool light. 

Caressing its sweet self, turns into dream 
These very stones that not so long ago 
Were only what tomorrow they will seem. 
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A Deer Is Feeding 


A deer is feeding in the orchard grass: 

A doe; with young ears, maybe, watching her 
From the pine thicket southward; not to stir 
Until she starts; and then the two will pass. 

On amber ankles, delicate as glass. 

Among great stones and trees, by dust and burr 
Unbothered; or by me—oh, foreigner 
Forever, and most terrible, alas. 

See how she looks and fears me, all her skin 
Atremble. But her eyes—I know them best. 
From some that I saw dying once. Within, 
How dark, without, how moist. What agony. 
What dew of old despair, that even we 
Who love them cannot ever burn to rest. 


The Keeper and the Kept 

The dog indoors, the cat upon the stair. 
Four-footed, are at home; and they were so 
When other men were here, and the white snow 
That fell was not recorded, save as air 
Remembers. Wolf and lion, lynx and bear. 

And the cold-blooded serpent that must go 
Unseen among the rocks, will never know 
Of the small beasts that comfort thus our lair. 

And satisfy themselves. For wall and rug; 

And, past the fender, that unnatural fire. 

That sun by night; and milk and meat not dug. 
Not wild, but warm in dishes, they accept 
As theirs and ours—the keeper and the kept. 
And both of us contented with the hire. 
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Like Raining in a River 

Like raining in a river; like the dove. 

The mourning dove, when day already dies; 
Like dawn at noon were there a sun to rise— 
But oh, there is, and she is my own love— 
Like dreams in dreams her bounty is, above 
All asking, and all wanting, were I wise; 

But I am not, and so it multiplies— 

My happiness, that nothing will remove. 

It is the child of such a sweet excess 
In her that loves me, it can never end. 

See how she tries, by giving, to be less. 

Yet grows; and so my love does, that is friend 
To trees and stars, those great ones who confess 
All night how far love’s limits do extend. 


The Mean of Love 

“Does he love you?” She hesitated long. 

Then listed all the signs of yes and no. 

He kept her in his house; but sudden snow 
Blew sometimes, and the windows opened wrong. 
“Do you love him?” The question was a song 
Itself, and she was ravished. Sweet and low 
She heard it—leaned and heard it, breathing so. 
The very silence answered pure and strong. 

How could he be uncertain? There she stood, 

A fugitive this hour from those extremes— 

Of fire in him, of ice—and called it good. 

The difference. How can men throw gold away? 
Yet it was not for me to think and say. 

The mean of love is never what it seems. 
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My World’s Body 


“Identify the logs in the fireplace, burning? 

They are not logs at all, if one remembers— 

I do—where they lived, and made December’s 
Picture on blank snow; but the sun, returning. 
Thickened the leaves above them, and discerning 
Birds built in that darkness. These are members 
Still of my world’s body.” “Even as embers?” 

“Even as dust and ashes, even as learning—” 

“Oh! Don’t say it. Death?” "Why not, my dear? 
This blaze came suddenly, by our own act. 

But they know now.” "Don’t say it!” “Then you fear 
Before your time. Have we been carried in? 

Has any match been lighted? And a thin 
Smoke started? Patience, dear, until the fact.” 


Remembered Gaiety 

Remembered gaiety hurts mind and heart 
As present pain is impotent to do. 

The moment’s loss, courageously lived through. 
Can die; but not those sudden days that start 
And breathe again, immortally apart 
From earlier, from after. They are few. 

And chance’s children; yet their smiles renew 
More sadness than death does with all his art. 

The people in this picture think to stand 
On this same rock forever; he that waves. 

And she that simpers—underneath what sun 
Do they lie now, forgetting ? Wind and sand 
That blow here since— O, tell me why time saves. 
Merciless, one moment, only one? 
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None But Death 


How was it when he knew that none but Death 
Had come for none but him? He of all men. 

He must have been the most unready. Then, 
There was this stranger. Oh, it takes our breath. 
Thinking of his that stopped. The preacher saith. 
Prepare. But how was he to die again 
Who never once had dreamed it—even when 
This burden grew that every man downlayeth? 

He bore the dark sky lightly. He looked out 
As if from under happy leaves, in showers. 

But a wild storm—he carried that about 
Daylong upon his head; nor laughed at those 
Like us who could not. Now the beaten rose 
Lies flat. The heavens fell. Weep, all you flowers. 


Equal to Equal 

Courtesy was born among the stars. 

They were the first to sing as love looked down 
On morning’s chaos, heaving. Still the frown 
Of fear on every face, and rumored wars 
Of thunder between worlds. So love in tears 
Sat looking. But creation did not drown 
Like death in its own silence—oh, that sound 
At silver sunrise, east among the stars. 

Nor were the dark ones modest. Great and small. 
They sang alike, each one of them more proud 
For knowing each was master, and could call. 
Equal to equal, across heaven’s waste. 

And yet it was no desert if they faced 

Due inwardly and smiled, and sometimes bowed. 
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W hat Beast Is This? 


What beast is this, not bellowing, not stung 
With blood, that moves upon us to devour? 

For it is near—the never ending hour 
Of our own death, that all the saints have sung. 
But where is the great animal? Among 
What rushes does he build his ruinous bower? 
Why is he not louder? So much power. 

And hidden! All that fury, and no tongue! 

Be still. How do you know the beast is strange? 
Look in your neighbor’s eyes. He may be there. 
Look in your own. Nothing so much can change 
As man. The very foulest was most fair 
In Eden. Then be still and let him range. 

That shadow monster met upon the stair. 


Humanity Unlimited? 

Humanity unlimited? Oh, ring 
Fire bells; unleash the bloodhounds, and the tall 
Mastiffs; and start building, somewhere, wall 
On wall that daws and eagles on the wing 
But no proud man can pass. Do anything. 

My masters, to confine us one and all— 

You, too—within the pasture and the hall 
And the gray church where sadness used to sing. 

It sang that we were prisoners of ourselves. 

And jailers—oh, the echo doubled back 
And crushed us. There was not a lighted crack 
That let the worst, the best of us go through. 

Yet it was sweeter. Mice upon the shelves 
Of our great cupboard envied us; and you. 
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Yes, / Know 


Political our life is—yes, I know. 

The common good is golden, and the deed 
Most manly is to love it, and to lead 
Those other ones that hesitate to go— 

Look at them. Their souls are pale as snow 
With ignorance and fear. See how they feed 
On darkness, and the root of such a weed 
As wisdom might make blossom. Yes, I know. 

Then why am I this season sunk so far 
In my own shadow? Now am I the same 
As others; nor do I remember still 
That sun we saw together. Dangers are. 

And deaths, and wide disasters. But my will— 
Oh, woe—feeds on itself and stubborn shame. 


The Time of Martyrs 

The time of martyrs may be come again; 

Yet as of old, no single heart is foul. 

Security, blindfolded, wears the cowl; 

Stupidity sits here and judges men. 

The best are most despised, as they were then; 
As long ago they did, the worst ones howl 
Loudest of fair intentions—wolf and owl 
And dark hyena, guarding our great den. 

The time of martyrs may be come and gone. 
And we too late discover what is lost. 

The beaten dog most happily will fawn; 
December’s flower forgives October’s frost. 
The time of martyrs—is it aging on. 

With no spring meadows waiting to be crossed? 
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The Deepest Dream 


The deepest dream is of mad governors. 

Down, down we feel it, till the very crust 
Of the world cracks, and where there was no dust. 
Atoms of ruin rise. Confusion stirs. 

And fear; and all our thoughts—dark scavengers— 
Feed on the center’s refuse. Hope is thrust 
Like wind away, and love sinks into lust 
For merest safety, meanest of levelers. 

And then we wake. Or do we? Sleep endures 
More than the morning can, when shadows lie 
Sharper than mountains, and the cleft is real 
Between us and our kings. What sun assures 
Our courage, and what evening by and by 
Descends to rest us, and perhaps to heal? 


The War God 

The war god is not guilty any more. 

Time was he winced, meeting our angry eyes. 
And even then prevailed, yet knew it wise 
Not to seem proud, sending sweet peace before 
As sister, goddess, queen. But with a roar 
Now he blasphemes her, and his bluster flies 
Like desert wind, and fills the dirty skies. 

He says that peace is his dishonest whore. 

And who of us but laughs, though bitterly 
We wonder at the change in us, and charge 
Now him, now fate, with fathering such blood? 
War’s moment, lengthened to eternity— 

What else is our religion? What so large. 

So terrible? We worship it, the Flood. 
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Too Many Fears 


God is not gone? Fear rules us as before? 

But of too many things, the prophet said; 

And counted them by tapping his lean head 
Whose eyes so long had pondered, keeping score. 
Those dreams that burrow nightly, and that bore 
Still deeper all the day—as in the dark 
Some worms, insatiable, are never fed— 

Too many! And he sighed. But you have more. 

Nor is one fear the father of the rest. 

God is not gone? Then why are these so wild? 
Why are they unnamed, why unconfessed? 

Oh, none of them is dutiful, is child. 

Is messenger to him whose terrible breast 
Still broods; and still-with mercy could be mild. 


Born Brothers 

Equality is absolute or no. 

Nothing between can stand. We are the sons 
Of the same sire, or madness breaks and runs 
Through the rude world. Ridiculous our woe 
If single pity does not love it. So 
Our separate fathers love us. No man shuns 
His poorest child’s embrace. We are the sons 
Of such, or ground and sky are soon to go. 

Nor do born brothers judge, as good or ill. 
Their being. Each consents and is the same. 
Or suddenly sweet winds turn into flame 
And floods are on us—fire, earth, water, air 
All hideously parted, as his will 
Withdraws, no longer fatherly and there. 
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The Prism 

When Adam fell, and Eve, and the gates closed 
Forever, with a clang that lightning now 
Repeats, and thunder mourns, perfection dozed; 
And dozes still, save that a happy brow 
Sometimes in wind remembers, and somehow 
Adam is not dead; the scarlet-rosed. 

The green angelic garden he reposed 
And climbed in sings again from every hough. 

But all men since are gone. The patriarchs. 

The heroes—even they were broken beams 
Of the first morning light, that fell on larks 
And lived—no single splinter of it lost. 

As piecemeal in our minds the truth is tossed 
On waves of darkness here, and dawn but seems. 


There Was an Island 

Did the gods ever, manifest in form. 

Come to men’s houses at the hour of meat. 

And sit, and taste? And did small children greet 
Their greatness, bringing coals to keep them warm? 
They had come far, though instantly, through storm 
And upper darkness. Did they rest their feet. 

And did the housewife smile, and serve them sweet 
Clear honey from the hive, the summer swarm? 

There was an island, misty in the sea. 

Where thus they wandered—not in stranger’s guise. 
Not beggarly, not human, but as he 
Their chiefest lord once made them; and his eyes 
Always were on them, lest they cease to be. 
(Odysseus, tell us truly. Were they lies? ) 
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And Now by Dark 


The big and little stars that burn by night— 

There is one time they should not, yet they do; 

And all the more fiercely then, as if Great Who, 
Great What so high above us loved this blight 
Of dryness here, these streams sunk out of sight 
And the green pastures withering—men, too. 

And beasts, lamenting springs where coolness grew 
By grace of thunderheads both black and white. 

Now nothing but hot days and dying trees; 

And now by dark, as we come out of doors. 

These pitiless huge gazers—even these. 

That once could hide, and did, in overcast 
And whirlwind. But the time for that is past. 

Old Scorpion sings, and licks his glittering sores. 


After Long Drought 

After long drought, commotion in the sky; 

After dead silence, thunder. Then it comes. 

The rain. It slashes leaves, and doubly drums 
On tin and shingle; beats and bends awry 
The flower heads; puddles dust, and with a sigh 
Like love sinks into grasses, where it hums 
As bees did once, among chrysanthemums 
And asters when the summer thought to die. 

The whole world dreamed of this, and has it now. 
Nor was the waking easy. The dull root 
Is jealous of its death; the sleepy brow 
Smiles in its slumber; and a heart can fear 
The very flood it longed for, roaring near. 

The spirit best remembers being mute. 
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And Did the Animals? 


And did the animals in Noah’s ark— 

That was of oleander wood, with cabins 
Cunningly bitumined in and out— 

Did all those animals lie quietly? 

For months and weeks and days, until the dove 
Came home, and they were dry on Ararat, 

Did every bird, with head beneath its wing. 

Did every beast, with forepaws folded in. 

Did every reptile, coiled upon itself. 

Lie sleeping as no man did, patiently? 

A man might think this tempest would not end. 
Nor timbers cease to creak, nor the light come. 
These did not know it rained, these did not know 
Their kind survived in them if it survived. 

A thinking man might doubt it, and in misery 
Listen. Did they listen? But to what? 

They did not know of time, they did not count 
The waves. Then did they cry out in their dreams? 
Or did they even dream, those specimen souls? 


Praise Him, Praise Her 

Praise him, praise her, praise all 
Soft steppers, all slow .smilers. 
All sweet sleepers under 
The stars. For they praise them. 

By foot, by face, by lying 
In bed so lightly, these 
Praise them, and therefore Him: 
He made them sing together. 
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And still He does; they know it; 
They listen, and they move 
Like dancers, and all night 
They smile in their sweet sleep. 

So far it is down hither— 

Praise them. His poor children 
Who think they do so little 
For such immense reward. 


Praise Doubt 

Praise the good angel doubt. 

Guardian of us that walk 
On the deep waters of this world. 

Praise him. He never rests, 

However weary the way 

Over these dark, salt, dangerous meadows. 

Do not look down, he says; 

Beware with me and the sun 
Of faith’s innumerable caverns. 

Monsters can be there. 

You will have plenty of time. 

Too soon descending, you are devoured. 

Praise him. He believes 
In the long day we are given. 

Praise him. He dances upon the whitecaps. 
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The God of Galaxies 


The god of galaxies has more to govern 

Than the first men imagined, when one mountain 

Trumpeted his anger, and one rainbow. 

Red in the east, restored them to his love. 

One earth it was, with big and lesser torches. 
And stars by night for candles. And he spoke 
To single persons, sitting in their tents. 


Now streams of worlds, now powdery great whirlwinds 
Of universes far enough away 
To seem but fog-wisps in a bank of night 
So measureless the mind can sicken, trying— 

Now seas of darkness, shoreless, on and on 
Encircled by themselves, yet washing farther 
Than the last triple sun, revolving, shows. 


The god of galaxies—how shall we praise him? 
For so we must, or wither. Yet what word 
Of words? And where to send it, on which night 
Of winter stars, of summer, or by autumn 
In the first evening of the Pleiades? 

The god of galaxies, of burning gases. 

May have forgotten Leo and the Bull. 


But God remembers, and is everywhere. 

He even is the void, where nothing shines. 
He is the absence of his own reflection 
In the deep gulf; he is the dusky cinder 
Of pure fire in its prime; he is the place 
Prepared for hugest planets: black idea. 
Brooding between fierce poles he keeps apart. 
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Those altitudes and oceans, though, with islands 
Drifting, blown immense as by a wind. 

And yet no wind; and not one blazing coast 

Where thought could live, could listen—oh, what word 

Of words? Let us consider it in terror. 

And say it without voice. Praise universes 
Numberless. Praise all of them. Praise Him. 


Dialogue in December 

In so much dark no light is little. 

But can light be at the end of the year? 

Only listen. It will come. 

And put out dying? And put out fear? 

Yes, but listen. Good heart, listen. 

I do, I do—I see, I hear. 

That star is enough in this much night. 

It glitters. But a child has cried. 

He is the first one in the world. 

Even the old world, that died? 

Even the new—he is all the living. 

And all the dead—are they satisfied? 

Listen and look. Is there any weeping? 

Only for comfort, only for joy. 

Only for love. But the child that was crying— 
He is a beautiful, strange boy. 

He is little and weak, this lord of the world. 

But oh, too strong, too strong to destroy. 
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W hat We Wanted 


Good old rain god, somewhere now 
He sits and sends it, what we wanted. 
He was dozing, with his hat off. 

But it drips again and soaks him; 

Droops around him, beard and shoulder; 
Hangs there heavy, like his greatcoat. 
All the skirts of which run rivers. 

Good old sender, there he sits 
Supposing this is all we wanted. 

And it is, upon the shingles. 

And it is, among the hay roots; 

Not a horny tree but thanks him. 

So he blinks and is complacent: 

He has wetted all his children. 

Good old ancient, doze again. 

There was something else we wanted. 
There is still this desert inward. 

These hot thorns that hurt each other. 
You have nothing for that ailment. 

It was not in the beginning. 

There is no way rain can reach it. 

Good old giver, nevertheless. 

Thank you, thank you. It was wanted. 
We receive it as the daisies. 

We declare it with the puddles— 

Listen, listen, on the windows! 

Long enough, and who remembers? 

Yet we do. It is our weakness. 
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Soul and Circumstance 


Wait not, my soul, on circumstance; 
It does not wait for you. 

It nibbles at you now, and will 
Devour you; I say true. 

For I have seen its hungry face 
Be satisfied with one 
That stood like you, uncertain here. 
Thinking himself alone. 

And so he was; but circumstance 
Was not the friend he lacked. 

He had not yet the bitter taste 
And strength of his own act. 

Insipid sweet, he still denied 
Himself and his great kind. 

And so I saw him eaten through 
And spit away like rind. 


To Him That Hath 

Those are helped who need no help. 
To him that hath it shall be given. 

So we see it is on earth, 

And so we hear it is in heaven. 

And is it true for saints as well: 

To them that know it shall be told? 
He that was loved is loved again? 
He that was lonely—still cold? 
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And is it terrible at last? 

“What else?” the falling pebble sings. 
“What juster than this gravity. 

That saves me all that waste of wings? 

“What mercy is it would permit 
My wandering away from here? 

From there”—and into center sank 
As morning meteors disappear. 


If They Spoke 

The animals will never know; 

Could not find out; would scarcely care 
That all their names are in our books. 

And all their images drawn bare. 

What names? They have not heard the sound. 
Nor in their silence thought the thing. 

They are not notified they live; 

Nor ask who set them wandering. 

Simply they are. And so with us; 

And they would say it if they spoke; 

And we might listen; and the world 
Be uncreated at one stroke. 


The Animals Slept On 

The answer came by dream. 
"They do not know of death. 
So they can sleep and sleep. 
And never count their breath; 
They do not live by number. 
The very name of death.” 
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The animals slept on. 

They did not know I heard. 

“And therefore every conscience 
Of every beast and bird 
Is free as air, as water. 

Of what the wind has heard.” 

The animals lay still; 

They did not know I dreamed; 
And let the world turn with them 
Entirely as it seemed; 

And sleeping was but waking. 
And waking was but dreamed. 


The Mirror 

Nothing could this man dismay. 

He held a mirror in his hand: 

A small one, but it looked away 
As time does over sleeping land. 

It showed him worse things coming yet; 
So all our present, by compare. 

Was only bitter, was Tibet, 

To those ice absolutes of air. 

He saw the poles beyond whose white 
Two tireless eyes gazed here at him; 

And had been gazing since the night 
Before creation’s interim; 

And still would gaze when time again 
Slept in eternity’s slow arms; 

That hushed the seas, and muffled men 
Against great waves and wars’ alarms. 
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Yet no man now. Each is his own. 
He smiled; he pocketed the glass. 
Serenity in him alone 
Lives on and on, alas, alas. 


The World Waits 

The world waits, holding its breath so quietly. 
Death’s rattle sounds like prophet’s bones. 

No desert raven ever was so raucous; 

No other end threatened so many thrones. 

Of big and little kings, of poor maids’ men. 

Of farmers in the field, of mice in burrow— 

No sovereignty now, no subject sand; 

No world, for there will be no more tomorrow. 

So possibility, with half its voice. 

Suspends the whole of this most panic time. 

The held breath hears nothing but the croak 
Of glories that were proper in our prime. 

The song nobody sings—what did it say? 
Goodness is difficult, and yet can be? 

Death is certain? But the terrible raven 
Says that, says that, too, unstoppably. 

Was there no different thing bright angels knew? 
Still was it thus when gods walked here as men? 
Always the world has waited? O, white bird 
Of morning, tell the dark truth more sweetly then. 
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Orion: October 


As firelogs hiss, Orion gleams 
Recumbent in the eastern cold; 

And did when not a roof was here. 
Nor any brain to think him old. 

We go outdoors in fall and stare 
At each of his great seven stars. 

And number all the sunken ships 
It witnessed, all the risen wars. 

But he was there when not an eye 
Looked into his, when not an earth. 
No direction yet was named 
When that deep universe had birth. 

Nor cold nor hot. How white he is. 
How ancienter than frost or fire. 

We go back in. We shut him out. 
Oblivion’s sons forget the sire. 


How Deep to Go 

How deep to go, how dark, 

O you that made all things in number. 

How deep, how dark shall my desire descend? 
And is there any happy coming 
Home from that cold end? 

There have been those that dived, 

O you that made all things in weight. 

Until solidity, that locks things in. 

Suspending mind and body both— 

Where did that death begin? 
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Why should it not be good, 

O you that made all things in measure. 
Not to sink deeper than the nether side 
Of this we see, this film of world 
Spread now so fine, so wide? 

How near, and yet how changed, 

O you whose glass stands always full. 
How bright might this reality then be. 
By undermirror watched; how warm. 
And how quicksilver free. 


Soon and Soon 

As through the unthinking body waves of wellness 
Once more run (mysterious their start; 

Where was it? What the spring whose agitation. 
Gentle at first, then overwhelmed the heart? 

Then sent these racing outward: little seas 
That break in joy at blood’s extremities? ); 

As happiness, that thinks not but is thought. 
Returns and tells us we are sound again. 

So that we can forget, as spirit does. 

The channels of permission; thus—yet when. 

Yet where and why?—the sick world on some day 
Will mend and smile, and put its self away; 

Will neither feel its body nor its mind. 

Nor the deep cause to which the soul consents; 
Nor, intricate, the history; for oblivion. 

Here at last, still hushes all events. 

So, in the world’s great nature, be it now. 

Or soon and soon. (Say not a word of how.) 
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When the World Ends 


When the world ends it is too much to hope, 
And yet I do, that neither knife nor rope. 

Nor sudden flame, nor worse than sudden freeze. 
Is executioner. No less than these 
Implacable, what if gold autumn came 
And stayed till it was weary—spread the same 
Cool hectic over waters and wild boughs 
That now arrives for but a week’s carouse; 

Then winter? What if such a wonder fall 
Kept on as if it were the end, the all? 

What if it were, and centuries of red 
So flushed each field and roof and river bed 
That death itself lay down, and nothing died 
Till all things did, beneath a shower as wide 
As oceans of together-dropping leaves? 

What if it were, and still no late reprieves 
Canceled the utter end? I do not keep 
That hope; and yet I dream of this slow sleep. 
This indolent, this all but evermore 
October such as never came before. 


Death Went Away 

The little fox, demanding to be seen 
In the cut field that fall, was not so little 
To the first eyes he found, the middle-old ones. 
The still ones over the wall, that saw in secret 
Faraway death—huge death, the silent sender 
Of neat four-footed omens saying Now, 

Or pretty soon, make ready; this is the last 
Surprise; nothing more comes out of the woods 
In your time, ailing fellow. So they stared. 
Those eyes, as every day the cricket hunter— 
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Or was it mice he pounced on—paused and looked; 
Rippled his tail and pounced; then looked again. 

He wanted to be seen. He came for that. 

Quizzical, he pricked his ears and waited 

On the smooth rise, and smiled his tapering smile— 

All wizened fates in one, triangular— 

That said; Come on, the dark long since was ready. 
He did this every day that rainless fall. 

And if the boy there, and the girl, clapped hands. 
And the full-skirted wife ran twice to watch. 

It was not thus at all for the tired father 
Who turned and counted, then was off again 
To the bleak woods, to the big hemlock clearing 
Where the arms hung that cracked the useless bones. 
That put the last light out. 

But the light, living. 

Put the omen out. So he remembers. 

Smilingly, this man, and sees in secret 
Faraway foxes, well in their winter holes. 


As Time Makes Love 

One quick breath, and home resumes. 
One wide eye, then staring stops. 

The traveller, caressed and fed. 

Is no more new than time that drops. 
That drops here as it always did. 

Like love, on his own coffin lid. 

Where has he been? What siren sang? 
They ask it, but their ears are sealed. 
Already they are listening. 

As if far off, to honey spilled. 

Drop after drop. Slow and alone. 
Familiar love makes monotone. 
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And would forever, save that sweets 
Can tire of dropping in one place. 
All these must wither, as he must. 
And lie with stone across the face; 
Never listening again 
As time makes love to other men. 


Time Didn’t Love Me 

Was the hound lonely that you and I saw there. 
Trotting in the dusk? Do you think he was? 
Where he had been, and whither he was going. 
Neither of us knew, and I laughed; it is strange— 
He did not hear me, and so I remember: 

A long while ago, but I see him in the great field. 
Trotting toward the river.and those ancient trees. 
Every night he did this? Probably, for water. 

But that isn’t it. He was serious, I say. 

Like the last man on earth, he was serious; 

Or any man now; like you; like me. 

Time is so slow about whispering that it loves us— 
Only at youth’s end, shadow of the end. 

We are not old; but time is, and tells us 
Long before we die, in the middle of the field— 
Where that hound was, trotting toward the river. 
He knew, too. He didn’t hear me laughing. 

I was ungrown then; I was unlonely; 

Time didn’t love me. It loves you. 


• 224 • 



The Plague 


“Little boy, what ails me, that you walk 
So fearfully and far around? 

You stare at this white hair 
As at a ghost come out of ground. 

I am not dead,” the old man said; 

And smiled, and frowned. 

“Oh no, but it is catching, what you have.” 

He watched him from the windward side. 

“I run like anyone; 

I keep the distance good and wide.” 

So you ought, the old man thought. 

And inly sighed. 

Outly, though, he laughed and looked away. 
“Little doctor, this disease— 

You know it is but snow 

And frosty blood and wits afreeze. 

Yet not for you”—he searched him through— 
“Save by degrees.” 


In Memoriam 

Look, till all of his years. 
Foreshortened in your gaze. 
Become, as under glass, 

A few intensest days. 

See? The courageous head— 
The brown one—the white— 
It flickers like a single 
Star in densest night. 
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Listen. But no sound. 

Not even glancing here. 
The fever in him flashes: 
The love against the fear. 

Anxiety in this man 
Yet could not kill the heart. 
That now is burning coal. 
And his immensest part. 

The panic, the distress— 
Oh, brothers, do not cry. 
His love alone is climbing 
The fences of the sky. 


Epitaph 

Let this be true, that I have loved 
All men and things both here and gone; 
But most the men whose love surpassed 
My love, and so lives on and on. 
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